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ABSTRACT
Central to this thesis is the exploration of the impact of organisational context on individuals’
ability to know and use their strengths in the workplace. Strengths-based approaches (SBAs) are
a key process of the positive psychology movement (Oades et al., 2017). Strengths are especially
relevant to the workplace due to their association with individual wellbeing and performance
(Biswas-Diener et al., 2017) and have been enthusiastically adopted by practitioners and
organisations. However, there are several conceptual issues pertinent to the strengths construct,
which have implications for how strengths are implemented. A summary of the history and
research of the emerging strengths concepts is followed by a critique of these relevant conceptual
issues. This thesis then reviews the empirical strengths literature and concludes that it is
dominated by correlational studies. The limited longitudinal and intervention studies conducted
to date have found mixed results for the effectiveness of strengths-based interventions (SBIs),
thus, a systematic narrative synthesis review of strengths-based intervention studies is
undertaken. SBIs may include a wide range of people management activities, which incorporate
the identification and use of strengths, such as coaching (Elston & Boniwell, 2011), recruitment
(Linley & Harrington, 2006a), and performance management (Williams, 2010). This thesis then
reports a study undertaken with 297 teachers and staff from a large Australian school. The study
examines the contextual factors of organisational climate and manager behaviour (as
characterised by Self-Determination Theory) (Deci & Ryan, 2008) to determine their impact on
strengths use and strengths knowledge within that workplace. Contrary to existing research (e.g.,
Kong & Ho, 2016), manager behaviours did not moderate nor mediate the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use, however organisational climate did. Three organisational
climate factors (wellbeing, engagement, and organisational purpose) predicted strengths use, and
v
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mediated the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use, but only
organisational purpose moderated this relationship. Further clarification of the strengths
constructs as informed by such concepts as implicit and explicit knowledge and intentionality is
suggested for future research. The study found that as organisational purpose increased, the
relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use weakened. The study concludes that
organisational climate impacts employees’ ability to translate knowledge of their strengths into
use and needs to be considered in the design of SBIs in order that they achieve desired outcomes.
Furthermore, organisational climate needs to be considered in the design of SBIs.
Keywords: Strengths, organisations, workplaces, organisational climate, strengths-based
interventions, wellbeing, need satisfaction, basic psychological need support
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Individual psychological strengths are an important pillar of the positive psychology
movement and have become popular tools to enhance individual wellbeing (Ruch & Stahlmann,
2019). Their potential to enhance other facets of human performance has also been explored in
regard to improved work performance (Clifton & Harter, 2003), employee engagement (Rath,
2007) and job satisfaction (Heintz & Ruch, 2019). A recent article by consulting organisation
Gallup found that 90% of workgroups studied experienced performance increases in sales, profit,
customer engagement, employee engagement, and safety incidents after receiving a strengths
intervention (Rigoni & Asplund, 2016). Positive approaches are readily implemented within
organisational contexts (Haberlin, 2019), yet, despite their apparent effectiveness and popularity,
the scientific evidence to recommend strengths-based interventions in the workplace is limited
(van Zyl & Rothmann, 2020). Coupled with a lack of clarity around key aspects of the strengths
constructs, such as how they are defined, and how they are best deployed, the limited evidence
for SBIs may lead to strengths becoming a passing fad, without the theoretical substance to
recommend their implementation. From an applied perspective, this is problematic, as a lack of
robust scholarship threatens the potential utility of strengths for both individuals and
1
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organisations. Furthermore, the organisational contexts within which interventions occur, and the
impact of these contexts on the choice and execution of interventions is rarely considered. This
thesis examines the impact that social and psychological organisational contexts have on an
employee’s ability to identify and use his/her strengths in order to produce positive
organisational and individual outcomes. This introductory chapter provides the background and
rationale of the subject and the study reported in this thesis and introduces the topics to be
discussed in each chapter. Before providing the general overview to this thesis, key aspects of
the study are outlined.
Background to the Study Conducted
The study reported in this thesis arose from an opportunity to conduct applied research in
an educational workplace setting. The study emerged from a broad curriculum-driven positive
psychology intervention delivered within a large secondary school, as part of a three-year
collaboration between a senior University of Wollongong academic and a small team of
organisational consultants. As strengths were a prominent part of the intervention, and data
relating to strengths were collected, a rare and useful opportunity was gained to examine the
impact of context on strengths knowledge and strengths use in an applied workplace setting. It
can be difficult to secure ongoing access to data in organisational research, and so access to this
data was appealing. However, with this advantage came an important disadvantage. It should be
noted that the study reported in this thesis is based on archival data and the measures were
assembled before the doctoral project commenced. That is, decisions about all the measurement
tools used in this study were made prior to the author’s involvement and without the author’s
input, and therefore research questions were limited by these measures. An appropriate
hypothesis was devised based on the selected measures. Due to the data collection method
2
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employed by the consultants, it was not possible to conduct longitudinal analysis on the data,
however this was not initially apparent (as explained further in Chapter 6). Therefore, the data
collected at multiple points were aggregated and analysed for relationships. Nevertheless, the
study provided an opportunity to examine the impact of organisational context on strengths
knowledge and strengths use. The background to strengths and their application is now provided.
Background
Organisations require sufficient performance and productivity to thrive, while
simultaneously ensuring the wellbeing of the individuals on whose effort and collaboration they
depend (Green et al., 2017; Spector, 1997; Wright & Cropanzano, 2000). By challenging the
traditional deficit approach to organisational change and development, the fields of positive
psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) and positive organisational scholarship
(Cameron et al., 2003) have provided new and fruitful perspectives from which organisations
and practitioners may achieve these outcomes (Schaufeli & Salanova, 2010). Positive
psychology is the study of “the conditions and processes that contribute to the flourishing or
optimal functioning of people, groups, and institutions” (Gable & Haidt, 2005, p. 103), whilst
positive organisational scholarship is the study of positive outcomes, processes, and
characteristics of organisations and their members (Cameron et al., 2003). A key pillar of
positive psychology is the classification and development of strengths as one of the conditions or
pathways to optimal functioning. The positive organisational scholarship literature discloses
some organisational-wide approaches that focus on aspects of positivity and organisational
strengths, such as positive leadership (Cameron, 2012), appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider &
Srivastava, 1987) and positive organisational practices (Quinn, 2015). However, individual
psychological strengths are the focus of this thesis. Their potential to achieve positive outcomes
3
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in the workplace (Biswas-Diener et al., 2017; Wright & Goldstein, 2007) is in danger of not
being realised without more rigorous empirical research and conceptual clarity (Ruch &
Stahlmann, 2019).
The Concept and Definition of Strengths
Several schools of thought relating to individual strengths have evolved both within and
outside the positive psychology movement. The growth of positive psychology moved attention
from disorder and dysfunction to explore the more positive aspects of human functioning (Lomas
& Ivtzan, 2016). Approximately 15 years before the advent of strengths in the positive
psychology movement, Rapp and colleagues (Rapp & Goscha, 2006; Rapp & Sullivan, 2014;
Saleebey, 1996; Weick et al., 1989) articulated a strengths model in the social work field. This
strengths model moved practitioner attention from a focus on clients’ symptomology and deficits
to focus on their personal interests, aspirations, goals and resources. The strengths model sought
also to locate and access strengths and resources within the environment based on individual
clients’ aspirations. In family and child welfare services strengths based approaches also started
to displace problem and deficit based approaches in the assessment and treatment of emotional
and behavioural disorders (Epstein, 1999). In contrast to the resources-based strengths approach
dominant in social work, this thesis is concerned with psychological strengths that inherently
reside in individuals, and the impact of context on their knowledge and use.
Three major approaches to psychological strengths are examined in this thesis: Peterson
and Seligman’s (2004) character strengths; Buckingham and Clifton’s (2001) talent themes; and
Linley, Willars, and Biswas-Diener’s (2010) realised strengths. Each of these models and their
accompanying assessment tools are further discussed in Chapter 2. It will be argued that while
these models may appear similar, further examination of each reveals important differences.
4
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Although not the first strengths model articulated, Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) classification
of character strengths was a key milestone in the development of the field of positive
psychology. Despite the prior existence of SBAs in the social work literature (Rapp & Goscha,
2006; Rapp & Sullivan, 2014; Saleebey, 1996; Weick et al., 1989) as described above, there is
surprisingly little acknowledgement of this earlier strengths work in Peterson and Seligman’s
(2004) classification of strengths. This is surprising because Peterson and Seligman’s
classification is presented as a comprehensive examination of cultural, philosophical and
theoretical traditions that inform the content of strengths. Peterson and Seligman (2004) defined
strengths as the psychological ingredients, or behavioural expressions of six core virtues that
enable intrinsic wellbeing; wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, termperance, and transcendence.
Strengths are “positive traits reflected in thoughts, feelings, and behaviours (that) are grounded
in biology” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 603). Buckingham and Clifton’s (2001) earlier
model defined strengths as a combination of an individual’s innate and naturally recurring
patterns of thoughts, feelings or behaviours, knowledge and skills. Linley and his colleagues
define strengths as “a pre-existing capacity for a particular way of behaving, thinking, or feeling
that is authentic and energising to the user, and enables optimal functioning, development and
performance” (Linley & Harrington, 2006a, p. 88).
At the broad conceptual level, these three perspectives agree that strengths are innate
positive psychological characteristics that may be reflected in thoughts, feelings and behaviours
and that they have some relationship wellbeing, performance, and vitality. However, further
explication of these definitions reveals important and fundamental differences in the qualities of
strengths. Peterson and Seligman (2004) and their proponents, for example, Niemiec (2014)
emphasise the character nature of strengths, nevertheless differences exist between their
5
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approach to the application of strengths which will be examined in Chapter 2. Conversely,
Buckingham and Clifton (2001) and Linley and Harrington (2006a) emphasise the performance
and behavioural outcomes that may result from an individual’s strengths. These differences
result in conceptual, empirical, and practical implications and need to be addressed and clarified
to cement the theoretical position of strengths as a true pillar of the positive psychology field and
are further discussed in Chapter 2.
Strengths identification occurs when an individual first becomes aware of the strengths
they possess (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010) either through a formal strengths assessment tool
or an informal qualitative assessment (Linley et al., 2008; Roberts et al., 2005). The study in this
thesis was not concerned with capturing the individual strengths identified by participants.
Rather it sought to measure and explore the relationships between strengths knowledge and
strengths use, and organisational context. Strengths knowledge refers to an individual having an
awareness, and recollection of their strengths, beyond the mere identification of them (Govindji
& Linley, 2007). Strengths use is defined as how an individual applies that knowledge in their
behaviour (Wood et al., 2011). This thesis adopts Linley and Harrington’s (2006a)
conceptualisation of strengths and sought to explore the impact of organisational context on
these two aspects of strengths. The conceptual distinctions between strengths identification,
strengths knowledge and strengths use are further examined in Chapter 2.
Gaps and Obfuscation in the Strengths Literature
While the strengths literature has grown considerably in the last two decades, several gaps
can be identified. The first of these is a lack of conceptual clarity regarding the definition of
strengths and related constructs, such as strengths identification, strengths knowledge and
strengths use. Another gap present in the literature is the failure to examine the role of context on
6
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strengths applications. Finally, there is a reliance on correlational data which does not provide
evidence for the effectiveness of SBIs. These gaps are briefly introduced below and are
examined further throughout the thesis.
The Need for Conceptual Clarification
As the strengths research has moved beyond establishing a typology of strengths, along
with a nomological network of the concept and its correlates, the need for greater precision in
strengths-related constructs has emerged in the literature (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011). Rather
than the mere measurement of strengths identification, which has been the focus of much of the
literature (Huber et al., 2017), researchers have started to examine the importance of strengths
knowledge and strengths use. Before workplace implementation of SBIs can be recommended,
several conceptual topics require further attention. First, clarification is needed on the extent to
which strengths are innate or adaptable. Second, clarity is also needed regarding strengths-related
constructs, such as strengths knowledge and strengths use. Third, there is a lack of agreement
regarding how best to define optimal strengths application (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011). Finally,
there is limited understanding of the mechanisms that explain the benefits of strength-based
interventions. In summary, greater conceptual clarity of the dynamics of strengths is required to
advance and sustain the strengths field (Ruch et al., 2019), and to equip practitioners with the
theoretical and empirical knowledge to implement effective SBIs in a wide range of situations
and this thesis contributes to this conceptual clarity. These conceptual topics are examined
further in Chapter 2.

7
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The Under-Researched Impact of Context on Strengths
The impact of context on the knowledge or use of strengths is central to this thesis. In
contrast to strengths models in social work which include strengths that are external to an
individual such as available resources (Rapp & Goscha, 2006; Saleebey, 1996), the positive
psychology strengths movement has mainly focused on the strengths that inherently reside in
individuals. Scholars have argued that context needs to be considered when devising or planning
SBIs (Biswas-Diener et al., 2017; Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Fowers, 2008; Schwartz & Sharpe,
2006), yet context is largely under-researched in the literature, and has only relatively recently
started to receive scholarly attention (Bakker & van Woerkom, 2018; Kong & Ho, 2016; Merritt
et al., 2019; van Woerkom, Mostert, et al., 2016). The failure to take context into consideration
heightens the risk of interventions being designed in a poorly informed, unsophisticated way.
This thesis addresses this failure by examining the relationship and impact of two context-related
constructs on strengths knowledge and strengths use. As described above, the data used for this
study formed part of a larger project.
The empirical component of this thesis used archival data to examine the relationship and
impact of two context-related constructs on strengths knowledge and strengths use. The use of
archival data resulted in limitations regarding the choice of constructs with which to measure
strengths and context. Nevertheless, this thesis argues that the two constructs selected provide
robustly researched distal and proximal measures of organisational context. The first is
organisational climate, which captures the employees’ perceptions and psychological evaluations
of the tangible policies, processes, and procedures within an organisation (Langford, 2009). The
second is basic psychological need support, which is a central concept drawn from selfdetermination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985) that captures aspects of the climate created
8
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between managers and employees (Ryan & Deci, 2002). In addition, basic psychological need
support is conceptually and empirically linked with strengths use, as using one’s strengths is
hypothesised to enhance wellbeing, and to fulfil the three basic needs of autonomy, competence
and relatedness (Linley, Nielsen, et al., 2010). Both strengths use and fulfilment of the three
basic needs have been found to increase wellbeing and sense of identity (Baard et al., 2004;
Minhas, 2010; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Seligman, 2002). Kong and Ho (2016) found that
leader behaviour was a key situational factor to facilitate strengths use. The current study seeks
to expand this branch of strengths research to ascertain the impact of contextual factors,
specifically organisational climate and manager behaviour on individuals’ strengths knowledge
and strengths use.
The Reliance on Descriptive Correlational Studies
Many correlational findings in the literature have encouraged widespread adoption and
application of SBAs (for reviews see Ghielen et al., 2018; Miglianico et al., 2019)
notwithstanding that the causal evidence for translating these correlations into positive outcomes
is mixed. In many studies, correlational findings are often presented as the outcomes of strengths
knowledge, or strengths use, rather than more accurately as the correlates (e.g., Miglianico et al.,
2019). Much of the evidence presented for the outcomes of strengths use or SBIs in the
workplace relies on anecdotal, non-peer reviewed, or commercial findings that are difficult to
replicate or validate from such authors as Asplund and Blacksmith (2012); Clifton and Harter
(2003); Connelly (2002); Hodges and Asplund (2010); Hodges and Clifton (2004); and Krueger
(2004). A reliance on findings of this nature weakens the rigour of SBIs at a time when the field
would benefit from a focus on conceptual and empirical rigour (Ruch et al., 2019). As
Miglianico et al. (2019, p. 2) point out, whilst demand for “empirically validated guidelines” of
9
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SBAs is growing, unequivocal evidence is somewhat lacking. Evidence-based studies which
establish causal relationships between strengths and positive outcomes are necessary for the
sustained development of strengths as a useful and robust construct for both practitioners and
researchers (Louis, 2011; McFall, 1991).
Another methodological flaw in the strengths literature is the lack of clarity in regards to
how interventions are characterised and reported. Studies often conflate two different levels of
application, SBIs and SBAs. An SBI should include pre- and post- measures of variables thought
to be impacted by strengths, the formal assessment of strengths, and structured activities that
target the use or development of strengths (Ghielen et al., 2018; Quinlan et al., 2012). In contrast
to a planned strengths-based intervention, a strengths-based approach refers to a broad strengths
focus that may include looking for what is working well, seeking optimal performance, or aiming
for the positive, as compared with a deficit focus (Oades et al., 2017). While such a general
approach is of value, it does not constitute a specific intervention with manipulated variables and
measurable outcomes (American Psychological Association, n.d.). Many studies report alleged
SBIs that do not fit the criteria of interventions as defined above, but rather are more correctly
classified as SBAs. They may range from the adoption of a strengths-based approach to coaching
(Elston & Boniwell, 2011), to individuals thinking of their strengths or best selves (Cable et al.,
2013), or to anecdotal descriptions of case studies lacking pre- and post-measurement (e.g.,
Connelly, 2002). While such studies are of value to furthering the field, they do not provide the
robust evidence required to advocate for interventions. Thus, the practice of SBIs is outstripping
the available research to support their use (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Kern et al., 2019; Wood et
al., 2011) and a portion of the existing research which purports to report SBIs uses the term
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‘interventions’ loosely and without rigour. For these reasons, a narrative synthesis review was
conducted to examine the evidence for SBIs and determine their effectiveness.
The Evidence for Strengths
Strengths have received much attention from both practitioners and researchers in a range
of settings, and a large amount of research has been conducted in the past two decades. Studies
in clinical and general population settings show that both strengths knowledge and strengths use
are associated with wellbeing (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Harzer, 2016; Park et al., 2004; Proctor,
Maltby, et al., 2011), and a range of related variables, such as reduced stress (Fung et al., 2011;
Waters, 2015a), reduced depression and anxiety (Shoshani & Slone, 2016; Tehranchi et al.,
2018) and increased resilience (Goodman et al., 2017). Researchers have called for strengths
research to expand to outcomes beyond wellbeing (Quinlan et al., 2012). In the workplace, the
application of strengths has generated much excitement for its potential to build engagement,
wellbeing, and productivity (Biswas-Diener et al., 2017; Clifton & Harter, 2003; Linley, Willars,
et al., 2010; McQuaid & Lawn, 2014). Research shows that strengths are associated with a wide
range of work-related correlates. There is promising extant research that includes SBAs to
enhanced wellbeing (Harzer et al., 2017), improved mental health (Harzer & Ruch, 2015), and
personal achievement (Linley, Nielsen, et al., 2010). However, much of this literature relies on
correlations between variables, and the evidence to demonstrate causal relationships is limited,
although some exceptions exist and will be discussed in Chapter 3. The translation of the
sizeable amount of research linking individual strengths and work-related correlates to effective
organisational interventions is “an intellectual and practice development process” (Cantore,
2017, p. 273) that requires more nuanced consideration than simply a demonstrated association

11

IMPACT OF ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE ON PSYCHOLOGICAL STRENGTHS
between variables. As such, this thesis will consider… the impact of organisational climate on an
individual’s ability to use their strengths.
The Research Problem Addressed by this Thesis
Whilst there is general agreement amongst practitioners and theorists about what
constitutes strengths, a lack of precision exists about key strengths concepts, such as their
specific nature, their optimal use, and the impact of context. This lack of precision further
translates to ambiguity in implementing SBIs in the workplace (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011).
Additionally, the current applications and popularity of SBIs in organisations are outstripping the
limited research that supports the efficacy, antecedents and outcomes of strengths use in
workplaces.
Research Questions
This thesis seeks to address four broad questions. The first asks how are strengths defined
and what are the key components relating to their conceptualisation? The second asks what is the
evidence for the effectiveness of SBIs in organisations? The third asks what is the impact of
organisational context on strengths knowledge and strengths use in an educational workplace
setting? The fourth asks to what extent does basic psychological need support act as an
underlying mechanism for strengths?
Importance of this Research
While SBAs are widespread, there is the potential for the practice of strengths to outstrip
their theoretical foundations and evidence of their effectiveness, thus resulting in uninformed
applications, or overblown predictions (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Wood et al., 2011). This
study contributes to the consolidation of theoretical foundations by examining a range of
12
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conceptual issues regarding strengths. These include the impact of context on SBIs, the
distinction between strengths knowledge and use, and the psychological mechanisms that
underlie strengths. The most relevant of these to be examined in this study is the impact of
context on the application of strengths.
The context within which an intervention activity is executed is fundamental to
understanding the conditions under which that intervention will be effective. Failure to consider
the organisational context has important implications for the design, execution and effectiveness
of SBIs in the workplace. Yet, the context of SBIs has only recently started to receive attention
in the literature (Bakker & van Woerkom, 2018; Kong & Ho, 2016; Merritt et al., 2019; van
Woerkom, Mostert, et al., 2016). This study contributes to the literature by examining two
aspects of organisational context on an individual’s capacity to know and use his or her
strengths. Specifically, this study examines whether context can better facilitate the conversion
of strengths knowledge to strengths use. Thus, the study also contributes to the empirical
understanding of the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use.
The psychological mechanisms that underlie strengths are yet to be empirically
determined. With the inclusion of autonomy-supportive manager behaviours as a context factor,
this study examines the extent to which basic psychological need support acts as the underlying
mechanism of strengths in the workplace. This study contributes to the strengths literature by
expanding the conceptual base to understand strengths and how they operate. An understanding
of the psychological mechanisms that underlie strengths will lead to better designed and
executed SBIs, and effective results.
Finally, this study is one of the few studies that examines the application of strengths by a
sample of general staff who work in schools. Several points are salient here. Firstly, the study
13
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examines the impact of context and strengths on general staff beyond the educational faculty of a
school setting. Secondly, the study examines individual staff outcomes, not student outcomes,
which are typically the focus of school strengths programs. The thesis seeks to contribute to the
development of mid-level theories of strengths (Alexandrova, 2015) to enable the identification
of the conditions under which SBIs are most effective.
Thesis Overview and Chapter Summary
This thesis examines the impact of an organisation’s climate on an employee’s ability to
identify and use his/her strengths to produce positive outcomes. Chapter 2 seeks to address the
first research question and provides the grounding of theoretical concepts relevant to this thesis,
and examines the history, predating positive psychology, of personality, strengths, values and
virtues. It traces the rise and fall of the importance of context in virtue ethics and personality
psychology and tracks its re-emergence in the strengths literature. Chapter 2 also introduces the
key theoretical concepts and discussions in the strengths literature and argues that the different
theoretical concepts have important ramifications for how strengths are applied by individuals in
an organisational setting.
The next two chapters, Chapters 3 and 4 seek to answer the second research question, what
is the evidence for the effectiveness of SBIs in organisations? A typology of reviews exists in the
scientific literature, which posits that a systematic or Cochrane review is typically the most
comprehensive, and ostensibly the most desirable type of review (Grant & Booth, 2009). Due to
the wide nature of study methods, settings, and empirical outcomes or correlates in the strengths
literature, a systematic review was not considered appropriate (Baumeister & Leary, 1997). In
addition, systematic reviews generally seek to answer narrow questions regarding the
effectiveness of identified interventions (Hemingway & Brereton, 2009). Due to the wide
14
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application of SBIs, both solely and as part of larger positive psychology interventions, a
systematic review was not considered suitable for this literature. Chapter 3 reports a literature
review of the strengths literature to date, briefly examining the various applications of strengths
identification, knowledge, and use in different settings. The purpose of this chapter is to provide
a broad summary of the current research landscape regarding strengths identification,
knowledge, and use in different settings, before specifically examining strengths in workplace
settings. This review reveals that the strengths literature largely reports correlational studies as
evidence for the benefit of strengths. While longitudinal and interventions studies have recently
started to appear in the literature (e.g., Ruch et al., 2020; Schutte & Malouff, 2019), the empirical
evidence for SBIs relies heavily on correlational data.
As the workplace is the central context for this thesis, Chapter 4 reports the process and
findings of a narrative synthesis review that further addresses the second research question –
what is the evidence for SBIs in the workplace? For this thesis, a narrative synthesis review was
deemed suitable after a brief scoping review identified a dearth of empirical studies examining
SBIs in the workplace. A narrative synthesis review is a systematic textual analysis and synthesis
of multiple studies (Popay et al., 2006), based on a priori specified inclusions and exclusions.
This approach is relevant when the existing literature comprises a variety of interventions and
study methods (Popay et al., 2006) as is the case for the strengths literature, especially in
workplace settings. In this case the narrative synthesis review was considered more useful than a
systematic review based on a single study design. In addition, a systematic review typically
targets the provision of insights regarding effectiveness, rather than more preliminary and
complex questions, such as determining how and why an intervention might be effective (Grant
& Booth, 2009). The narrative synthesis review results indicated a lack of clarity about what
15
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constitutes a strengths-based intervention, and indicated limited peer-reviewed evidence for the
effectiveness of SBIs in organisations.
Chapter 5 introduces the key concept of organisational context and sets the ground to
answer the third question, what is the impact of organisational context on strengths knowledge
and use? This chapter argues for the importance of context in the identification and application
of strengths (Biswas-Diener et al., 2017). Specifically, the concepts of organisational climate
(Langford, 2009) and autonomy-supportive manager behaviour (Baard et al., 2004) are presented
and their conceptual links to strengths are explored. The organisational climate construct used in
this study is measured by the Voice Climate Survey and comprises seven organisational climate
factors which contribute to organisational success and engagement. The construct of autonomysupportive manager behaviours is derived from Self-Determination Theory and Basic Needs
Theory (Deci et al., 2001). Despite being comprehensively studied in the organisational
psychology and management literature, organisational climate has not received sufficient
attention in relation to strengths. This study is one of very few studies to examine strengths
within the framework of organisational climate and makes a significant contribution to the
strengths literature.
Chapter 6 reports the methods and analysis of a correlational study that addresses the third
research question, what is the impact of organisational context on strengths knowledge and
strengths use? The study examined archival data from teaching and general staff at a large school
(n=296). General staff members in schools have received little attention in the strengths literature
and their inclusion is an important contribution to the strengths literature. For all staff, schools
are also workplaces (Parkes, 2016) and this study considered the school as a workplace setting.
This study explored the previously under-examined relationship between organisational climate
16
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and strengths knowledge and strengths use. Due to the exploratory nature of this research, the
examination of correlations between the key measures was appropriate. Furthermore, the nature
of the archival data was such that longitudinal analysis was not possible. In addition to
calculating correlations, hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to examine predictive
relationships between the variables. Due to the complexity of research in organisational settings,
mediation and moderation analyses were conducted to explore the interaction relationships
between the variables.
The results of this study are presented in Chapter 7. The findings of this study provide
support for the impact of context on strengths knowledge and use. Across all analyses,
organisational climate had a stronger impact on an individual’s ability to know and use their
strengths than did manager behaviours. Strengths use was correlated with all seven
organisational climate factors. In addition, three organisational climate factors were found to
predict strengths use (purpose, passion, and peace) and to mediate the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use. In answer to the fourth research question presented, the
study found no relationship between autonomy-supportive manager behaviour and either
strengths knowledge or strengths use. Overall, organisational climate had a much greater
influence on facilitating or promoting strengths use than did manager behaviour. This finding is
in contrast to previous findings which found that manager behaviours had a significant positive
effect on strengths use (Kong & Ho, 2016).
Chapter 8 concludes this thesis with a discussion of the value and implication of these
findings for SBIs in organisational settings. The above findings expand the literature relating to
strengths by illuminating the importance of context in the promotion of SBIs in organisations.
For practitioners considering implementing SBIs, this thesis raises some important points. SBIs
17
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may not be effective in all organisational contexts. In order to achieve hoped-for outcomes, the
organisational context needs to be carefully considered when planning SBIs. Practitioners must
be cognisant of the nuances and implications of the particular strengths model they intend to use
in any SBIs and consider this when planning interventions. The context of an organisation may
influence the effectiveness of SBIs, as may the individual characteristics of employees.
Practitioners have a responsibility to be aware of the limitations of implementing a strengthsbased intervention and of the expected outcomes of such an intervention as evidenced by
reputable peer-reviewed research (Louis, 2011; McFall, 1991). A pictorial summary of the
chapter structure appears below.
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Table 1.1
Thesis Overview and Structure: Investigating the Impact of Organisational Context on Strengths Knowledge and Use.

Chapter 1:
Introduction

Chapter 2:
A Review of
Strengths
Concepts

Chapter 3:
An Investigation
of Adult
Strengths
Research in
Different Settings

Chapter 4:
Narrative
Synthesis Review
of StrengthsBased
Interventions in
the Workplace

Chapter 5:
Strengths and
Organisational
Context

Chapter 6:
Method Examining the
Impact of
Organisational
Climate on
Strengths Use
and Knowledge
of School
Teachers and
Staff

Chapter 7:
Results

Chapter 8:
Discussion and
Conclusion

• Background of
thesis and study
presented
• Introduction of
research problem
and gaps in the
literature
• Importance of the
research
• Overview of thesis

• Brief history of
virtues, character
and strengths in
philosophy and
psychology
• Review and
definition of
strengths
concepts
• Distinguishing
between strengths
knowledge and
use
• Strengths and
other human
qualities
• Extent to which
strengths are
Innate or
adaptable
• Optimal strengths
application
• Impact of context

• Literature review
examining the
associations and
outcomes of
strengths
knowledge and
use in adults
across range of
domains,
including the
workplace

• Report of a
Narrative
Synthesis Review
examining the
effectiveness of
strengths-based
interventions in
the workplace

• Organisational
climate – Voice
Climate Survey
• AutonomySupportive
Manager
behaviour as an
aspect of climate
• Review of climate
constructs relating
to strengths
• Hypotheses to be
examined are
presented

• A study that
examines the
relationships
between strengths
and organisational
climate is reported
• Methods,
procedure, and
participants are
presented

• Analytical results
are presented
• These include
descriptive
statistics,
difference testing,
correlations,
interaction effects,
hierarchical
multiple
regression

• Results are
discussed within
theoretical
framework of selfdetermination,
context, and
current strengths
concepts
• Concluding
statements
regarding
effectiveness of
strengths in
organisations
• Implications,
contributions to
research, and
areas of future
research are
presented
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CHAPTER 2: A REVIEW OF STRENGTHS CONCEPTS

Introduction
This chapter situates the concept of strengths within a broader base of relevant literature,
namely the history of philosophical and psychological enquiry focused on virtue and character.
The chapter specifically addresses the definitional and conceptual aspects of strengths and argues
that while there appears to be general agreement regarding the definitions of strengths, there are
also key conceptual features which differ across the various strengths models, and which warrant
further exploration. The adoption of strengths approaches in a range of settings is so
commonplace that it might be assumed all the important conceptual work has been completed.
This, however, is not the case (Rapp & Sullivan, 2014). As such, it is important to chart and
review the key conceptual debates that currently exist within the field.
A Brief History of Virtues and Strengths
Philosophers have long been interested in conceptualising what it means to live a ‘good’
life and to be a ‘good’ person, and explorations of these questions have formed the basis of the
field of virtue ethics. The newer empirical field of positive psychology has also been concerned
with such musings. For example, a core pillar of positive psychology has been the classification
and measurement of human strengths, which originated from concepts rooted in virtue ethics,
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and which suggests that a good life is one in which an individual makes good use of their natural
talents, or strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). An important aspect in the consideration of
virtues and strengths is the impact of context on their expression and application. While this has
been discussed in virtue ethics (Wolf, 2010), it has not been sufficiently addressed in positive
psychology (Biswas-Diener et al., 2017) and is key to this thesis. As virtue ethics has had a
considerable influence on the field of positive psychology and on the development of the
strengths construct specifically, an introduction follows.
Virtue Ethics
Virtue ethics emphasises the role of character and virtue over doing one’s duty, or the
consequences of actions. The field of virtue ethics posits that character or virtue inform what it is
to be a ‘good’ person and to live a ‘good’ life (Hansen, 2000; Hart, 1987; Michie, 2004;
Williams, 2000). Virtues are defined as dispositions to act in certain ways in response to similar
situations, and become habits of behaviour (Wolf, 2010). Each cultural or religious philosophical
tradition has a different conceptualisation of what it means to be considered good, which reflects
the different contexts across traditions, and thus results in the emphasis of different virtues. For
example, in Hinduism, personal virtues are embedded within the caste system. The Brahmin
caste is exemplified by virtues of self-control, knowledge, faith, valour, fortitude, and charity,
while the lower castes of labourers are assigned virtues that facilitate the effective performance
of labour (Smart, 2008). Thus, the context within which virtues are identified has an important
influence on the content and application of those virtues.
The study of virtue ethics is generally considered by scholars to have started with the
Greek philosophers; Plato, Socrates, and Aristotle (Grayling, 2011) and to have continued to
build specifically on Aristotle’s work (Fowers, 2008). Aristotle defined virtue as a ‘golden
mean’, that is, the middle path between opposing vices representing an excess and a deficiency.
For example, courage is the virtue between cowardice (a deficiency of courage) and rashness (an
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excess of courage) (Grayling, 2011). Aristotle’s approach, like other religious and philosophical
frameworks, recommends the application of one influential virtue, for example, practical
wisdom, to determine the appropriate application of other virtues (Groff, 2007; Miller, 2019).
For example, as Grayling (2011) points out, a situation requiring courage would first require
practical wisdom to determine the right amount of courage, at the right time, to the right person.
Thus, Aristotle’s notion of the ‘golden mean’ is underpinned by the role of context in
determining situational requirements for the appropriate application of virtues (Grayling, 2011;
Smart, 2008). Unfortunately, the salience of context to the application of virtues has not
necessarily translated as effectively to the application of strengths.
The importance of context for the application of virtues and character has waxed and
waned throughout the history of philosophy and religion. In the Judeo-Christian tradition, for
example, virtue was divorced from context, located instead in a set of absolute rules to be
followed, regardless of the contextual requirements (e.g., thou shalt not steal), thus removing the
need for a master virtue to guide the application of other virtues (Grayling, 2011). In the field of
psychology, the diminution of character and the rise of personality reflected a similar divorce
from context.
Character in Psychology
Whilst the study of human character was once considered a suitable topic within the
psychological domain, it fell out of favour in the early to mid-twentieth century (McCullough &
Snyder, 2000). Character is defined as a “unifying concept” (Fowers, 2008, p. 630), which
incorporates “the totality of an individual’s attributes, and personality traits, particularly his or
her characteristic moral, social, and religious attitudes” (American Psychological Association,
n.d.). Research psychologist Gordon Allport (1937), a pioneer of personality theory, argued that
the language of character contained strong moralistic connotations that were not within the
purview of a more scientific approach of psychology. Discussions about character largely ceased
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and were replaced with discussions about personality (McCullough & Snyder, 2000), defined as
the intra-individual mental organisation that underlies an individual’s distinctive patterns of
experience and behaviour (Cervone, 2005). The rise of behaviourism was reflected in the
growing dominance of personality theory, and the concurrent attempt to align psychology with
the natural sciences (Alexandrova, 2015). This alignment resulted in a mounting reliance on the
over-simplification of complex relationships to explain human behaviour (Bolles, 1993).
The decline of character and the rise of personality had other important consequences in
psychology. First, the rise of personality moved psychology away from normative discussions of
morality and good character and towards the ostensibly, more scientifically appropriate,
descriptive and measurable notion of ‘personality’ (Linley & Harrington, 2006a; Winter &
Barenbaum, 2008). Second, the development of personality psychology eventually triggered a
re-examination of the role that context plays in human behaviour as personality traits began to be
viewed as stable across time and situations (Costa & McCrae, 1994). However, this intrapersonal
consistency is increasingly disputed (Cervone, 2005; Cervone & Shoda, 1999; Hayes et al.,
2012). Indeed, Allport (1937) himself acknowledged the difficulty of measuring personality in
the absence of context. When context was reintroduced to personality psychology over half a
century ago by Mischel (1968), it triggered a paradigmatic crisis in the field (the person versus
the situation debate) that continues to this day (e.g., contextual behaviour science; see Hayes,
2004; Hayes et al., 2001). Debates about natural science versus interpretative science endure in
social sciences, including in the positive psychology field, most notably around the science of
wellbeing. Specifically, these debates address the validation of measures of wellbeing, and the
normative value inherent in notions of wellbeing (Alexandrova, 2015; Seligman, 2018). While
these debates may also have relevance to the development of the strengths construct, little work
of this nature has occurred in the strengths field, and further examination is beyond the scope of
this thesis.
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As with personality, context is important to the conceptualisation and application of
strengths. Despite this, little empirical work has been reported on the contextual aspect of
strengths, especially in cases where strengths are described as positive personality traits
(Niemiec, 2014) and hence rely on simplistic personality models that do not sufficiently consider
context. Alexandrova (2015) argues for mid-level theories of wellbeing, which can be applied
equally to strengths; that is, the development of theories of strengths about certain individuals in
certain circumstances. These stand in contrast to the current global theories that purport to apply
to many individuals across a range of circumstances (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001).
The Rise of Strengths in Social Work
In the field of social work in the late 1970s a conceptualisation of strengths evolved that
focused heavily on the environment (context) and its potential to provide behaviour-influencing
resources (Davidson & Rapp, 1976). In a significant move away from the psychiatric and social
work principles of the time, social work practitioners proposed a strengths model of case
management that focused on the practical and tangible assistance required by individuals to
achieve their recovery and lifestyle goals, rather than a focus on remedying perceived deficits
(Rapp & Sullivan, 2014). This strengths model was based on six principles outlined below.
Several of the principles contained in this model resonate with key principles in positive
psychology. For example, an organismic assumption of growth and change (principle 1), a focus
on strengths rather than deficits (principle 2) and positioning the client at the centre of any
helping process (principle 4).
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Table 2.1
The Six Principles of the Strengths Model of Case Management (Rapp, 1998)

Six Principles of the Strengths Model of Case Management
1. People with Psychiatric Disabilities can Learn, Grow and Change.
2. The Focus is on Individual Strengths Rather than Deficits.
3. The Community is Viewed as an Oasis of Resources.
4. The Client is the Director of the Helping Process.
5. The Worker-Client Relationship is Primary and Essential.
6. The Primary Setting for Our Work is the Community.

Despite these resonant characteristics, the strengths model of case management differs
from the conceptualisation of strengths in positive psychology in several ways. Firstly, strengths
are identified wholly and uniquely by the client and can include achievements, interests,
resources and aspirations (Marty et al., 2001). In the positive psychology strengths models,
identified strengths are predetermined largely by each model. Secondly, the strengths model of
case management is explicitly located in the client’s context, unlike strengths models in positive
psychology, which are primarily focused on individual characteristics. Thirdly, the strengths
model of case management explicitly incorporates key components of case management process
beyond the identification of strengths. These are engagement, strengths assessment, personal
planning and resource acquisition (Marty et al., 2001). These differences underscore the different
paradigms which operate in social work and psychology, that is the sociological context versus
individual differences. As this thesis is concerned with the concept of individual psychological
strengths, the next section describes these in more detail.
Positive Psychology and Strengths
The advent of positive psychology refocused scientific attention on the nature of character,
after decades of being relegated to the fringes of academic psychology (McCullough & Snyder,
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2000). Positive psychology is the study of the conditions, processes, strengths and virtues that
enable individuals, communities and institutions to function optimally and to flourish (Gable &
Haidt, 2005; Seligman et al., 2005). Whilst the reorientation of psychology to character occurred
largely through the development of character strengths (Dahlsgaard et al., 2005; McCullough &
Snyder, 2000; Peterson & Seligman, 2004); not all the emerging strengths conceptualisations
were associated with positive psychology (e.g., see Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Rapp &
Goscha, 2006).
With the publication of their seminal work, Peterson and Seligman (2004) rekindled the
discussion of virtues and character strengths in psychology, paving the way for new research to
examine the nature of character (Dahlsgaard et al., 2005; McCullough & Snyder, 2000), the
nature of the good life, (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), and the study of individual
strengths (Proctor, Maltby, et al., 2011). Building on the notion of eudemonia (defined as human
flourishing through an actively good and meaningful life) (Grayling, 2011), Seligman and
colleagues proposed that a more fulfilling life could be attained by (i) identifying one’s character
strengths, and (ii) using a small but defining subset of those strengths in daily activities, which
they classified signature strengths (Peterson et al., 2010; Seligman, 2002). The impact of context
remains largely unexamined in the positive psychology literature. This is despite context being
key to the virtuous application of character (McCullough & Snyder, 2000), and despite scholars
calling for a consideration of context in regard to wellbeing (Alexandrova, 2015), and strengths
(Biswas-Diener et al., 2017; Fowers, 2008). This thesis attempts to redress the imbalance by
examining the impact of context on strengths. It is one of several conceptual issues that requires
attention and that will be critiqued below.
Conceptual Review of Strengths
While there appears to be agreement amongst scholars on the broad concept and nature of
strengths (Biswas-Diener et al., 2017), other researchers draw attention to the lack of analysis
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that has occurred since their inception, to understand the conceptual foundation of strengths
(Ruch & Stahlmann, 2019). A concept can be defined as a general idea or notion, or mental
representation of the essential properties (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.), for example, that
strengths are positive personality characteristics (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). To date there has
not been sufficient exploration of strengths constructs and answers to several key questions
remain inconclusive. For example, how personal strengths are defined, how they are they related
to other human characteristics, what is meant by strengths use, and identifying the underlying
processes operating for strengths.
A construct is defined as an explanatory model based on either hypothetical inferences, or
empirical measures (American Psychological Association, n.d.). Fundamentally, a consensual
definition of strengths is elusive; there are many definitions have been presented in the literature
(Dolev-Amit et al., 2020). Nevertheless, strengths researchers have keenly measured associations
between strengths and other variables without necessarily addressing or clarifying what they are
measuring when they purport to measure strengths. This lack of granular conceptual and
definitional consensus has implications for how practitioners implement strengths-based
approaches (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011) and for the efficacy of SBIs because of erroneous
expectations that arise from the lack of clarity. This section examines the literature to explicate
what is known about strengths and argues that there is much to be determined to accurately
define and to understand the concepts related to strengths.
Defining Strengths
Within the positive psychology based strengths literature, there are several main
frameworks, or schools of thought (Miglianico et al., 2019). Whilst each appear similar, there are
subtle conceptual differences that have implications for practitioners and empirical researchers.
These major frameworks are explored below and appear in Table 2.1. This thesis focuses on
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these frameworks because they are arguably the most utilised in workplace settings and the most
reported in the literature.
Table 2.2
Defining and Notable Features of Strengths – Five Major Frameworks
Authors

Definition

Notable features of strengths

Peterson and
Seligman (2004)

“Psychological ingredients – processes
or mechanisms – that define the virtues”
(p. 13)

•
•
•
•

grounded in virtues
trait-like quality
innate and stable
key driver of wellbeing

Niemiec (2014)

“Capacities for thinking, feeling, volition,
and behaving….psychological
ingredients for displaying virtues and
human goodness” (p. 26)

•
•
•
•

grounded in virtues
trait-like quality
innate and developable
key driver of wellbeing

Linley and
Harrington
(2006a)

“A natural capacity for behaving,
thinking, or feeling in a way that allows
(the individual to achieve) optimal
functioning and performance, in the
pursuit of valued outcomes” (p. 88)

• grounded in individual
performance
• performance-like quality
• innate and changeable
• key driver of performance

Buckingham and
Clifton (2001)

Talents, knowledge and skills combine
to create strengths.

• grounded in individual
performance and
organisational success
• talent-like quality
• an amalgam of talents, skills
and knowledge
• innate and stable
• key driver of performance

Talents are “naturally recurring patterns
of thought, feeling or behaviour” (p. 24).
Knowledge is the facts and lessons
learned, and skills are the steps of an
activity.
Brewerton (2011)

Underlying qualities that energise,
contribute to personal growth and lead to
peak performance

• grounded in individual
performance
• trait-like quality
• energising
• innate and stable
• key driver of performance

Peterson and Seligman (2004) define character strengths as the processes, mechanisms, or
psychological ingredients that enable different expression of the six core virtues (see Appendix
A, Table A1). They describe character strengths as innate and trait-like, with demonstrable
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stability and consistency across contexts, firmly locating the construct in personality trait theory
despite their reference to character. Biswas-Diener et al. (2011) also emphasise that strengths are
grounded in classic personality theory with a genetic component and are associated with
predictable performance and cross-situational consistency.
Building on Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) definition, Niemiec (2014, p. 26) emphasises
the character-like quality of strengths and defines them as “capacities for thinking, feeling,
volition, and behaving. They are the psychological ingredients for displaying virtues and human
goodness.”. More recent work by Stahlmann and Ruch (2020) suggests that strengths’ moral
value is recognised even by lay people, however further examination of the criteria of strengths
is, nevertheless encouraged (see Appendix A, Table A2 for list of criteria). Despite the emphasis
on character, Niemiec (2014) claims that character strengths are stable but developable. He
further asserts that all 24 character strengths matter to an individual and can be developed in
addition to signature strengths; and that character strengths differ from other human strengths
(Niemiec, 2014). In contrast to Peterson and Seligman (2004), Niemiec (2014) proposes that
character strengths are lenses to be applied to different situations, thus rendering them an
adaptable choice rather than pre-existing capacity.
In contrast, Buckingham and Clifton (2001) define strengths as the amalgam of an
individual’s innate and naturally recurring patterns of thought, feeling or behaviour (i.e., talent),
the facts and lessons an individual has learnt (i.e., knowledge), and the procedures or steps an
individual understands for completing tasks and activities (i.e., skills). They also consider them
to be specific, enduring, and unique; but not necessarily universally valued (Quinlan et al.,
2015). Similarly to (Niemiec, 2014), Linley and Harrington (2006a) define strengths as
enjoyable ways of behaving, thinking, or feeling for which an individual has a natural, preexisting capacity. But their definition adds that they are energising, and that they allow the
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individual to achieve optimal functioning, or performance, while they pursue personally valued
outcomes (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Linley & Harrington, 2006b).
In a less prominent view of strengths, (Wood et al., 2011) define strengths as “the
characteristics of a person that allow them to perform well or at their personal best” (p. 15).
Notably, Wood, et al.’s (Wood et al., 2011) definition includes personal, physical, and
psychological strengths. They argue that “using one’s strongest characteristics to achieve
wellbeing or performance should be applicable to physical talents, as well as psychological
ones” (Wood et al., 2011) (see also Mutrie & Faulkner, 2004). Such an all-encompassing
approach to strengths is less prevalent in the psychological literature. Another less prevalent
model is Strengthscope (Brewerton & Brook, 2010). Strengthscope defines strengths as the
underlying qualities that energise a person and represent their potential for development.
According to Brewerton (2011) strengths are akin to personality traits and equally difficult to
change. These frameworks are included here to demonstrate the different type of strengths and
range of strengths models that exist in the literature. However, they are not relevant to the study
examined in this thesis and are not addressed further.
These major frameworks and their definitions of strengths differ on several points. First,
they vary in terms of the purpose of strengths. For example, Peterson and Seligman (2004) and
Niemiec (2014) consider strengths to be the enactments and expressions of virtue, whereas both
Linley and Harrington (2006a) and Buckingham and Clifton (2001) see them as being less
morally oriented, and more as pathways to optimal performance and organisational success.
Second, these definitions differ regarding how individuals are purported to experience the
applications and outcomes of strengths. Peterson and Seligman (2004) and Niemiec (2014)
propose that strengths use is inherently valuable, fulfilling, and enjoyable, regardless of other
achieved outcomes. In contrast, the other definitions consider strengths to be important,
energising, and fulfilling because they help people optimise performance, and pursue personally
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valuable outcomes (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Linley & Harrington, 2006a). These two
distinctions can be delineated as defining strengths as either character-based or talent-based
(Biswas-Diener et al., 2011) and have important implications for how SBIs are designed and
implemented in an organisation; with either a focus on enhancing wellbeing, or a focus on
enhancing performance and other outcomes.
Third, these definitions differ in their conceptualisation of the malleability of strengths.
While scholars agree, prima facie, that strengths are innate and enduring, there are discrepancies
in how these qualities are interpreted. Peterson and Seligman (2004) propose that strengths are
innate and trait-like with demonstrable stability and consistency across contexts. Similarly, for
Buckingham and Clifton (2001), strengths are an enduring combination of talents, knowledge
and skills, which are not changeable. In contrast, for Linley and colleagues, strengths are a
natural, pre-existing capacity, which are nevertheless changeable (Govindji & Linley, 2007;
Linley et al., 2008; Linley & Harrington, 2006a). Niemiec (2014) proposes that strengths can be
chosen to be applied as required by an individual, suggesting adaptability. Figure 2.1 locates
each definition on the dual axis of two dimensions; character – talent, and innate – adaptable.
These apparently slight discrepancies in how strengths are defined have ramifications for how
strengths may be applied, which will be discussed in greater detail in the remainder of this
chapter. The discussion now turns to how each of these constructs are operationalised, which
also reveals some salient differences.
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Figure 2.1
Key Strengths Models Represented on Two Axes

Adaptable

Niemiec, (2014)

Linley et al., (2010)

Talent

Character

Peterson & Seligman, (2004)

Buckingham & Clifton, (2001)

Innate

The Operationalisation of Strengths
Part of the development of the construct of strengths is the clarification of how strengths
are operationalised in different ways in individuals. Generally, this can occur in three ways,
through strengths identification, strengths knowledge and strengths use. Each of these strengths
frameworks described above underpins and is operationalised by an accompanying strengths
assessment tool, the purpose of which is to identify strengths in individuals. The section below
discusses these assessment tools in more detail, and then goes on to differentiate between the
three aspects of strengths operationalisation, identification, knowledge and use.
Strengths Identification, Knowledge, and Use
Early association studies made use of strengths identification by having respondents
complete assessment tools and other surveys to establish associations between strengths and a
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range of variables (Park et al., 2004, 2006; Seligman et al., 2005). The evidence for associations
between strengths and other variables generated much interest in proposing the benefits and
applications of strengths in a range of settings, and the empirical evidence for these is examined
comprehensively in Chapter 3. However, while these associations pointed to some of the positive
benefits associated with strengths, they did not address how individuals can develop their
strengths to achieve those benefits.
Strengths Identification
Strengths identification or endorsement (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010) occurs when an
individual completes a strengths assessment tool, first becoming aware of their strengths. The
advancement of the strengths construct was quickly ensconced within the development of these
tools (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011), and this may have contributed to theoretical confusion. The
commercial imperative to develop a successful product appears to have outstripped the
requirement to conceptually define and refine the strengths construct. At the time of writing, the
most prominent strengths assessment tools are the Values in Action (Peterson & Seligman,
2004), Strengths Profile (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010), and the Clifton Strengths Finder
(Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Miglianico et al., 2019). These assessment tools are covered
below to highlight the range of strengths concepts. This thesis is not concerned with identifying
an individual’s strengths, a key outcome of applying these tools. As these tools are not the main
focus of this thesis, only a brief overview is provided here (see Appendix A for more detail).
Values in Action – Inventory of Strengths. Peterson and Seligman (2004) developed the
Values in Action – Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) survey that is arguably the world’s most
well-known strengths assessment survey and has been taken by over ten million people
according to the VIA Institute on Character’s website (www.viacharacter.org). The VIA-IS is
based on a taxonomy of character strengths developed from an investigation of human ethics,
traits, and virtues, across a range of cultural traditions and history. In line with that taxonomy,
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the VIA-IS identifies six core virtues and 24-character strengths that are considered expressions
of those virtues (see Table 2.2).
Upon completion of the VIA-IS, a respondent receives a rank ordering of the 24 character
strengths, with a person’s ‘signature strengths’ considered to be a small cluster of those that were
ranked most highly. Signature strengths are described as analogous to the personality traits of an
individual, core to his/her identity, and typically recognised, celebrated, and exercised by that
individual (Niemiec, 2014). Whilst the convention is to assign the top three, five or seven as
being ‘signature’, these may vary depending on the criteria used to denote ‘signature’
(Mayerson, 2013).
Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) aim was not to propose a theory of strengths but, rather,
merely to define and describe character strengths. In so doing, they sought to create some
important conceptual foundations for the emerging science of positive psychology and initiate a
new empirical agenda (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). However, the popularity and practice of
strengths increased in advance of the development of a solid theoretical foundation, and a unified
strengths theory continues to evolve (Ruch & Stahlmann, 2019).
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Table 2.2
Comparison of Alternative Virtue Models

McGrath (2015)

Peterson and Seligman (2004)

Virtues

Virtues

Character strengths

Wisdom

Creativity, curiosity, judgment, love of learning, perspective

Courage

Bravery, perseverance, honesty, zest

Humanity

Love, kindness, social intelligence

Justice

Fairness, leadership, teamwork

Temperance

Forgiveness, humility, prudence, self-regulation

Transcendence

Appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, hope,
humour, spirituality

Self-Control

Caring

Inquisitiveness

Some work has occurred to examine the theoretical foundation of the VIA-IS. McGrath
(2015) proposes a three-factor model of virtuous action based on the VIA-IS classification that
comprises three components, self-control, caring, and inquisitiveness (also shown in Table 2.2.).
This model is derived from the strengths level (that is, not the six virtues), and is supported by
other researchers who have identified the same three-factor model (Duan et al., 2013; Duan et
al., 2012; Shryack et al., 2010). However, McGrath (2015) cautions against the universality of
these three core virtues, indicating that not all of the individual strengths fit neatly under the
three core virtues (e.g., leadership and bravery). Nevertheless, the promulgation of this model is
suggestive of some of the conceptual and empirical work that is starting to occur to test Peterson
and Seligman’s proposed classification and its hypothesised relationship to virtues.
Clifton Strengths Finder. Whereas Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) strengths taxonomy
arose from an examination of virtues and other positive aspects of human experience, the Clifton
Strengths Finder (CSF) (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001) evolved from the study of factors that
distinguish highly successful organisations from less successful ones. According to Buckingham
and Coffman (1999), the model is a reaction to two flawed assumptions that were prevalent in
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organisations: (i) that every person can learn to be competent in almost any area, (ii) that every
person’s greatest capacity for growth is in his/her areas of weakness. Interestingly, their
observations are endorsed by positive psychology researchers, who reported that problemfocused, deficit-based models provide an incomplete model of human functioning (Cameron et
al., 2003; Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2003; Fredrickson, 2001).
Guided by a more positive set of assumptions, Buckingham and Clifton (2001) proposed
instead that each person’s talents are enduring and unique and offer their greatest potential for
growth. The CSF comprises 34 talent themes based on “specific terms for describing what
people do well” in organisations (Rath, 2017, p. 16). These talent themes can be seen below in
Table 2.3. In this model, strengths are a combination of natural talents, knowledge and skill
(Buckingham & Clifton, 2001).
Table 2.4
Talent Themes of the Clifton Strengths Finder Assessment Tool
Achiever

Context

Intellection

Activator

Deliberative

Learner

Adaptability

Developer

Maximiser

Analytical

Discipline

Positivity

Arranger

Empathy

Relator

Belief

Focus

Responsibility

Command

Futuristic

Restorative

Communication

Harmony

Self-assurance

Competition

Ideation

Significance

Connectedness

Includer

Strategic

Consistency

Individualisation

Winning Others Over

Input

Buckingham and Clifton (2001) propose that each individual has five top self-identified
‘talent themes’, which represent the innate potential within individuals for strengths expression
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across situations if enhanced through effort and knowledge. For Buckingham, Clifton and
colleagues, talents are innate, while strengths (the outcome of applied knowledge and effort) are
developable, but this statement highlights the terminological difficulties: what Buckingham and
Clifton (2001) call ‘talent’, is called ‘strengths’ by others. ‘Strengths’ as conceptualised by
Buckingham and Clifton (2001) are close to used or ‘realised’ strengths, according to Peterson
and Seligman (2004) and Linley et al. (2008). Unfortunately, this terminology is confusing for
practitioners and respondents, who refer to their talent themes as strengths, thereby
misrepresenting the effort required to transform a talent theme into a strength (Louis, 2011).
Strengths Profile. The Strengths Profile (formerly known as Realise2) is based on
observations of people who were deemed to exemplify the relevant strength in their work and
lives (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010). The assessment comprises 60 strengths (drawn from these
observations) that are clustered into five strengths families (see Table 2.4) and organised across
three dimensions - performance, energy, and use (Linley & Stoker, 2012; Linley, Willars, et al.,
2010). In the Strengths Profile, the performance, energy and usage dimensions are employed to
help determine whether the different strengths are best categorised as a realised strength, an
unrealised strength, a learned behaviour, or a weakness (see Table 2.5).
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Table 2.5
Strengths Profile Families and Strengths
Being

Communicating

Motivating

Relating

Thinking

Authenticity

Counterpoint

Action

Compassion

Adaptable

Centred

Explainer

Adventure

Connector

Adherence

Courage

Feedback

Bounceback

Creativity

Curiosity

Humour

Catalyst

Emotional
Awareness

Gratitude
Humility
Legacy
Mission
Moral compass
Personal
Responsibility
Pride
Self-awareness

Listener
Narrator
Spotlight
Writer

Change agent

Empathic
Enabler

Competitive

Equality

Drive

Esteem builder

Growth

Personalisation

Improver

Persuasion

Persistence

Rapport builder

Resilience

Relationship
deepener

Self-belief
Work ethic

Detail
Incubator
Innovation
Judgement
Optimism
Organiser
Planner
Prevention
Resolver

Service

Strategic
awareness

Unconditionality

Time optimiser

(Centre for Applied Positive Psychology, n. d.)

Linley et al.’s (2010) assessment model includes not only strengths that are virtue-related
(e.g. Courage, Gratitude, Humility, Humour, Persistence, Judgement as in the VIA-IS), but also
performance-related strengths (Biswas-Diener et al., 2017). For example, the Communicating
family contains the Writer strength, which describes people who “love to write, conveying their
thoughts and ideas through the written word” (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010, p. 194). An
individual is not limited to a small set of top strengths; all 60 strengths may be allocated to one
of four quadrants, depending on the version of assessment report purchased by the respondent.
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Table 2.6
Dimensions of the Strengths Profile Model
Descriptor

Energy

Use

Performs activities
well

Finds activities
energising

Uses activities in their
life

Realised Strengths

High

High

High

Unrealised Strengths

High

High

Low

Learned Behaviours

High

Low

Variable

Weaknesses

Low

Low

Variable

Dimensions

Performance

Source: Centre for Applied Positive Psychology (2013)

Unlike Peterson and Seligman (2004), who did not explicitly refer to strength usage,
Linley, Willars, et al. (2010) identify use as a dimension to help distinguish between realised and
unrealised strengths (see Table 2.5). That is, the degree to which an individual uses his/her
strengths will dictate whether they are realised (used frequently), or unrealised (used
infrequently) (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010). The more strengths can be realised (i.e., frequently
used), the better the performance, wellbeing, and energy outcomes for the individual (Linley,
Willars, et al., 2010). However, realised strengths are to be used wisely to ensure that they are
not ‘over-used’. In contrast, learned behaviours are associated with activities that an individual
may perform well but finds de-energising (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010), an aspect of personal
experience not captured in other strengths models. Learned behaviours may have previously
been strengths, but due to over-use have become de-energising over time (Linley, Willars, et al.,
2010). This aspect of the Strengths Profile defines strengths as more fluid and adaptable
compared with other definitions, which characterise strengths as enduring over time
(Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Finally, weaknesses are those things
that an individual neither performs well, nor finds energising (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010). As in
the other assessments, weaknesses or lesser strengths are also considered to be innate; the
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recommendation is to minimise them (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010), or manage them through task
or job crafting (Berg et al., 2013), complementary partnerships (Rath, 2017), or delegation.
Other ways to identify strengths. Strengths can also be identified in qualitative ways that
do not rely on an assessment tool. For example, Linley (2008) describes the concept of strengthspotting, the identification of others’ strengths. The Strength-spotting Scale (Linley, 2008)
measures an individual’s capacity to notice or identify strengths in other people, however
strength-spotting also can be undertaken qualitatively through strengths-based interviews. Such
interviews may include questions based around childhood memories, what gives a person
energy, what feels authentic and where a person focuses their attention. Interviewers can detect
strengths through the observation of vocal tone, language used, and energy levels of the
interviewee, amongst other qualities (Linley et al., 2008). Another qualitative technique for
helping individuals identify their strengths is the Reflected Best Self Exercise (RBSE) (Roberts
et al., 2005). The RBSE invites individuals to gather positive feedback focused on their strengths
and examples of moments of meaningful use of these strengths from a diverse group of
respondents close to the individual. Individuals then identify patterns and common themes of
strengths observed.
This brief overview highlighted the differences in the key definitions of strengths. The
definition of strengths occurred almost simultaneously with the development of commercialised
assessments, but not enough empirical work has been conducted to test the constructs underlying
the definitions of strengths. The definitions can be seen to fall into two types of strengths,
character-based and talent-based strengths. In the remainder of this thesis, for simplicity, both
character strengths and talent strengths will be referred to using the label strengths, unless the
distinction between the two is especially relevant to the discussion. The discussion now turns to
identifying other conceptual issues relating to the strengths constructs. In an attempt to address
how benefits might be achieved through strengths, researchers started to examine how the
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strengths construct can be differentiated and applied. Two distinct but closely related constructs
that emerged are strengths knowledge and strengths use (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Harzer &
Ruch, 2013; Linley, Willars, et al., 2010; Wood et al., 2011).
Strengths Knowledge and Strengths Use
Strengths knowledge is defined as having an awareness, recognition, and recollection of
one’s strengths beyond the mere identification of one’s strengths (Govindji & Linley, 2007).
Strengths use is defined as how an individual applies that knowledge of self into some form of
intention, or action, to achieve their goals (Wood et al., 2011). Linley, Willars, et al. (2010)
developed two brief surveys to operationalise and measure strengths knowledge and strengths
use, allowing for the more granular measurement of strengths in research. However, the
characterisation of a division between strengths knowledge and strengths use is not necessarily
adopted by all strengths researchers, thus highlighting the lack of clarity regarding the constructs
extant in the strengths literature.
Empirically, strengths knowledge and strengths use are positively related, and correlate
similarly with variables such as subjective wellbeing, psychological wellbeing, and subjective
vitality (Michael F. Steger et al., 2007). However, research has shown them to be distinct
constructs (Linley et al., 2008; Wood et al., 2011). For example, although knowing one’s
strengths is associated with increased happiness, and decreased depression (Dolev-Amit et al.,
2020; Seligman et al., 2005), after controlling for self-efficacy and self-esteem other research
showed that strengths knowledge was no longer a significant predictor of either wellbeing or
vitality, whereas strengths use continued to be so (Govindji & Linley, 2007). In organisational
settings, van Woerkom et al. (2016) suggest that strengths knowledge may be a factor in
determining an individual's capacity to use their strengths in a workplace setting. Since the
establishment and initial psychometric assessment of the strengths knowledge and strengths use
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constructs (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010; Wood et al., 2011), there has been limited research to
conceptually or empirically explore these constructs.
Strengths identification, strengths knowledge and strengths use are often conflated in the
literature (Goodman et al., 2019). For example, in a study by Littman-Ovadia and Steger (2010),
participants were asked to reflect on their work and indicate the extent to which they have the
opportunity to deploy each of the 24 VIA-IS strengths. This was reported as an ostensible
strengths use task; however, intentionally reflecting on the opportunity to use strengths is
arguably similar to strengths knowledge, that is the recollection and awareness of strengths.
Strengths use interventions often require individuals to enact cognitive actions such as to
intentionally reflect on a behaviour, goal or activity from the lens of their strength (Niemiec,
2014), or to savour a previous experience (Rashid, 2020). Arguably, strengths use comprises
these cognitive actions, which may be better characterised as another aspect of strengths
knowledge. This conflation is problematic because it is likely to create confusion amongst
practitioners and researchers.
There is an assumption that to use one’s strengths, an individual must first identify or know
their strengths (Biswas-Diener et al., 2017; Seligman et al., 2005; van Zyl, ten Klooster, et al.,
2021). On the surface this seems a reasonable assumption, however, empirically it has not been
shown to be consistently true. Duan et al. (2019) found that strengths use mediated the
effectiveness of a thriving and emotional health intervention, whereas strengths knowledge did
not predict any outcomes. However, other research by Duan et al. (2018) found that only
strengths knowledge predicted academic scores, and had stronger positive correlations to a range
of positive variables. Other research has found that many individuals cannot recall their strengths
after having identified them in a formal assessment even when reporting an increase in strengths
use (Dubreuil et al., 2016). Another assumption is that the identification of one’s strengths will
result in the intentional application of those strengths (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010; Peterson
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& Seligman, 2004). However, this causal assumption has not been tested empirically; rather it
appears to arise from the correlation between endorsement and deployment (Littman-Ovadia &
Steger, 2010) or strengths knowledge and strengths use (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010). The study
above by Dubreuil et al. (2016) also found that an intervention program resulted in an increase in
strengths use, but not a concurrent increase in strengths knowledge. That is, participants
increased their strengths use in the workplace, without gaining a better awareness of their
strengths (Dubreuil et al., 2016). Clearly, the interaction and outcomes of strengths use and
strengths knowledge require further investigation in order to understand their most effective
application (Duan & Ho, 2018).
One way to think about the difference between strengths knowledge and strengths use
resides in the concept of intentionality (Malle & Knobe, 1997). Malle and Knobe (1997) argue
that for a behaviour to be considered intentional, it must meet five conditions: desire, belief,
intention, skill and awareness. Therefore, strengths use can be distinguished from strengths
knowledge in so far as it may be considered intentional and meets these criteria. For an
individual to engage in strengths use, they must have a desire for an outcome, such as improved
performance, belief that an action related to strengths use leads to that outcome, an intention to
perform the action, skill to perform the action (in this case, perhaps how to use a particular
strength), and awareness of fulfilling the intention while performing the action (Malle & Knobe,
1997). For strengths knowledge, however, an individual may only require awareness of their
strengths. Since the establishment and initial psychometric assessment of the strengths
knowledge and strengths use constructs (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010; Wood et al., 2011), there
has been little research to conceptually or empirically explore these constructs. This thesis seeks
to contribute further to the literature on strengths knowledge and strengths use by examining the
relationship between these two constructs, and of each construct with organisational context.
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Measuring strengths knowledge and strengths use. A number of theorists have devised
scales and surveys to measure how individuals become aware of and apply their strengths. Linley
and his colleagues (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Linley, Willars, et al., 2010) developed the
Strengths Knowledge Scale (SKS) and the Strengths Use Scale (SUS) to measure strengths
knowledge and strengths use. Numerous studies have found psychometric support for the
Strengths Use Scale (Douglass & Duffy, 2015; Proctor, Maltby, et al., 2011; Quinlan et al.,
2015; Wood et al., 2011) and it has been used in several countries and translated into different
languages, such as Hebrew (Littman-Ovadia et al., 2014), French (Dubreuil et al., 2014), and
Dutch (van Woerkom & Meyers, 2015). Huber et al. (2017) found that the German version is
psychometrically sound. In contrast with van Zyl, Arijs, et al. (2021) who identified two factor
loadings affinity for strengths and strengths use behaviours, Huber et al (2017) identified only
one, supporting earlier research (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Wood et al., 2011). Criticisms of the
SUS include that it is strengths-agnostic (van Zyl, Arijs, et al., 2021), that is respondents are not
required to identify their strengths before completing either the SKS or the SUS. Other measures
of strengths knowledge and strengths use refer specifically to strengths models, for example the
Applicability of Character Strengths Rating Scales below. Another criticism is that the SUS does
not measure strengths use per se, but rather measures an individual’s affinity for strengths and
opportunities to exhibit strength related behaviours (van Woerkom, Mostert, et al., 2016; van
Zyl, Arijs, et al., 2021). However, arguably this is true of all strengths models, which are rooted
in a definition of strengths as characterised by patterns of thought, feeling and behaviour.
Nevertheless, the SUS remains the most ubiquitous measure of strengths use in the literature
(van Zyl, Arijs, et al., 2021).
Littman-Ovadia and Steger (2010) devised a measure of strengths endorsement and
strengths deployment. While endorsement might seem synonymous with strengths knowledge, in
this case it is more accurately described as synonymous with strengths identification. That is,
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participants were asked to rate a sentence describing a particular strength and how much it
characterised them. This demonstrates the lack of clarity that surrounds these constructs in the
literature. Strengths deployment (akin to strengths use) more accurately measured the
“opportunity in your daily work to deploy each strength” (pg. 423). This definition of strengths
deployment again highlights the requirement for further clarity in defining these concepts and
belies the criticisms levelled at Linley et al’s (2010) SUS.
Another tool that purports to measure strengths use in organisations is the Applicability of
Character Strengths Rating Scales (ACS-RS) (Harzer & Ruch, 2013). Expanding on Seligman
and Peterson’s (2004) character strengths Harzer and Ruch (2013) proposed that the application
of strengths relies on two conditions: firstly, the possession of the strengths, typically measured
by a strengths assessment survey. Secondly, they argue that the context must allow for the
demonstration of the strength. Harzer and Ruch (2013) devised the ACS-RS to measure this
context as captured by two external and two internal influences on an individual’s perception of
character strengths. The external influences are the normative demands of a situation and the
appropriateness of the strengths-related behaviour within a given situation. The internal
influences are the perceived presence of factors that may positively or negatively impact
behaviour and the intrinsic motivation to show certain strengths-related behaviour (Harzer &
Ruch, 2013). While recognising the parsimony of interrogating the general use of strengths and
whether they are being used (e.g. Govindji & Linley, 2007; Linley, Willars, et al., 2010), Harzer
and Ruch (2013) maintain that their approach allows for the discrimination of different
influences on actual behaviour and thus on the application of character strengths.
Yet another tool for measuring strengths use behaviour is the Strengths Use and Deficit
Correction Behaviour Scale (SUDCO) (van Woerkom, Mostert, et al., 2016). The SUDCO aims
to measure strengths use behaviours, deficit correction behaviours, and perceived organisational
support for both. It was designed specifically for use within organisations and also measures the
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organisational climate for strengths use. This tool is examined more closely in Chapter 5, as it
incorporates organisational climate and strengths.
As outlined in Chapter 1, the measures for the study examined in this thesis were
determined prior to the commencement of this doctoral project. However, as the SKS and SUS
are robust and well-documented in the strengths literature they were considered appropriate with
which to proceed.
Distinguishing Between Strengths and Other Human Qualities
An examination of strengths inevitably leads to comparisons to other human qualities, such
as character, talent, and personality. However, since the initial excitement associated with the
recognition of strengths, the literature has remained largely silent on the question of how
strengths relate to other human characteristics, beyond describing them as akin to personality
traits (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Niemiec, 2014). While some researchers assert that these
terminological differences are merely a matter of vocabulary (e.g., Biswas-Diener et al., 2017),
these differences arise due to the different definitions of strengths, and perpetuate confusion.
Arguably, this confusion can be seen as symptomatic of the outstripping of academic theory by
practical adoption of strengths, and has similarly occurred with other constructs, which have
been widely and enthusiastically adopted by practitioners, for example, employee engagement
(Little & Little, 2006) and talent (Tansley, 2011).
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Table 2.7
Human Qualities that are Incorporated within Strengths Definitions
Authors

Skills

Talents/

Personality

Character

Virtues

abilities
Peterson and
Seligman (2004)

-

P

P

P

P

Buckingham and
Clifton (2001)

P

P

-

-

-

Innate

Innate

P

P

-

-

-

Innate &
developable

Capacity

-

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

-

Physical
strengths

Personal
strengths

Psychological
strengths

Linley and
Harrington (2006a)

Niemiec (2014)

Stable &
developable
Wood et al. (2011)

-

Different definitions of strengths rooted in different human qualities result in different
implications for the theory and practice of strengths. It is important to define the exact qualities
of strengths scientifically so that practitioners know how to develop effective SBIs, and thus
realise the potential benefits of interventions. Table 2.6 indicates the different terms used in the
definition of strengths. It is evident that talent predominates each definition. In the following
section, the constructs of character, personality and talent are examined in relation to strengths as
they are the most salient qualities implied in definitions of strengths.
The Distinction Between Strengths and Character
As mentioned earlier, scholarly interest in the term ‘character’ greatly diminished in the
first half of the 20th century (Allport, 1937) when it was replaced by more empirically focused
personality psychology. However, the emergence of positive psychology has helped it to recover
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some legitimacy (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). According to Fowers (2008), character is defined
as a holistic combination of attributes, traits, and attitudes. However, in a critique of current
strengths assessment models, Fowers (2008) notes that the unity of character is not reflected in
the way strengths are assessed. That is, assessments generally focus on the identification and
cultivation of a small number of strengths and are not constructed in ways that capture the
concept of character as a whole (Fowers, 2008). Some theorists (e.g., Niemiec, 2014; Rath,
2007) attempt a characterisation of strengths as a lens through which one can choose virtuous
actions, for example, “practice forgiveness when someone close causes one harm” (Niemiec,
2014, p. 82). While this emulates the virtue ethics concept, it differs from the strengths concept
as presented by others in psychology (e.g., Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Linley et al., 2008),
and thus provides further support for the suggestion of two strengths theory camps – character
and talent.
The field of development psychology was also concerned with the notion of character.
Erikson (1963, 1982) proposed a theory of psychological maturity based on individuals facing a
series of social challenges during their lives which result in their psychosocial development of
certain characters or virtues. Each challenge emerges at a distinct time dictated by biological
maturation and the social demands that people experience throughout their life. When
successfully navigated, these psychosocial challenges are proposed to result in the development
of certain virtues, such as hope, willpower, purpose, competence, fidelity, love, care and wisdom
(Schimmel, 2000). Greenberger and her colleagues provided a model of the psychosocial
development of adolescents which incorporated different stages of maturity (Greenberger,
Josselson, Knerr, & Knerr, 1975).
Despite criticisms of the linearity of Erikson’s theory, Peterson and Seligman (2004)
propose that Erikson’s theory provides evidence of the developmental aspect of strengths and
that certain strengths may be foundational for developing others. Peterson and Seligman (2004)
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draw comparisons between both Erikson’s and Greenberger’s psychosocial stages theories and
the resulting character strengths in their own classification, however, this seems somewhat
forced and arbitrary. There are gaps and duplication in the alignment of strengths with theories
of development. For example, only a few character strengths align to the psychosocial stages.
While these comparisons do emphasise the ubiquity of the identified characteristics, they do not
provide a clear explanation for the development of strengths and the value of these comparisons
is unclear. Peterson and Seligman themselves contend that their strengths classification is not
aligned to any particular theory (2004). Furthermore, key psychosocial stages are related to the
psychological needs within self-determination theory (SDT; discussed below). For example,
Stage 2 of Erikson’s model (age 1 to age 3 years old, learning to make things happen, to choose,
to exercise will) appears more closely related to the SDT concept of autonomy than to the
strength persistence as suggested by Peterson and Seligman (2004).
The Distinction between Strengths and Personality
While Peterson and Seligman (2004) sought to reinvigorate interest in notions of good
character, they did so from the perspective of personality trait theory (Biswas-Diener et al.,
2011), and the use of diagnostic criteria (see Peterson & Seligman, 2004). By characterising
strengths as individual traits, while also describing them as pathways to virtuous character,
Peterson and Seligman (2004) unwittingly promoted the confusion between character,
personality, and strengths. Personality trait theory argues that personality is organised around a
number of independent traits, the most popular being the five-factor model (FFM) (Costa &
McCrae, 1992; Goldberg, 1990). Personality is a large and fragmented field and a
comprehensive analysis of the many conceptualisations of personality is outside the focus of this
thesis. However, the emphasis of strengths on personality trait theory requires some examination
of this area, as strengths are often described as being rooted in this theory (Fowers, 2008),
despite the use of virtue ethics terminology. While there are similarities between strengths and
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personality traits, there are also some anomalies with this characterisation, which challenge the
proposition that strengths are personality.
Similarities
Both strengths and personality have a genetic or innate component (Pervin, 1994; Michael
F Steger et al., 2007). At times, both are described as adaptable and changeable with some
dimensions of personality argued to be more stable than others (Helson & Stewart, 1994), for
example, extraversion and neuroticism. Like strengths, personality traits are associated with, and
have been found to predict wide-ranging and important life outcomes, such as wellbeing,
relationship harmony, physical health and longevity (Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 2006). Strengths
and personality traits both can be used unintentionally, and without awareness. The impact of
personality traits on personal functioning can be viewed through the behaviour or enactment of
these traits (Oerlemans & Bakker, 2014); and the same can be said to be true of strengths
(Niemiec, 2014). However, the concept of strengths use assumes intentionality (Malle & Knobe,
1997).
The extent to which strengths and personality are able to be developed is another
similarity. Peterson and Seligman (2004) proposed that a unique criteria of character strengths is
that they can be enhanced with significant and deliberate effort. However, this distinction also
applies to personality (Dweck, 2008; Helson & Stewart, 1994; Pervin, 1994; Stieger et al., 2018)
thereby diminishing the value of this criteria as unique to strengths and highlighting the
similarity of strengths with personality.
Both individual personality factors and strengths are thought to be conceptually unique
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). For example, the personality factor of agreeableness does not
overlap with conscientiousness (Costa et al., 1991), nor does the strength of humour overlap with
zest (Peterson &Seligman, 2004). However, the factorial and orthogonal nature of personality,
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has been questioned since the development of trait models (Zuckerman et al., 1993). Regardless
of orthogonality, individual personality traits may interact with other traits (Tickle et al., 2001),
as may strengths (Rath, 2017).
Differences
Several differences between strengths and personality also exist. Strengths are framed as
unerringly positive and universally valued (e.g., hope, courage) (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
Personality traits, on the other hand, exist on a spectrum of positive to negative (e.g.,
neuroticism), and therefore may be seen as undesirable. It is debatable whether personality traits
can be intentionally used in the way that strengths are purported to be used (see Niemiec, 2014),
as they are considered more integral to a person and less volitional. Awareness of one’s
personality traits is not considered to be energising in the way that awareness of one’s strengths
is (Buckingham, 2007; Linley, Willars, et al., 2010; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Despite
associations with important life outcomes, the application or ‘use’ of personality factors is not
associated with increases in wellbeing or decreases in psychopathology in the way that strengths
use is purported to be (Seligman et al., 2005).
Structurally, personality and strengths are derived through different levels of taxonomy.
McGrath et al. (2020) maintain that trait models are domain-specific and that personality
measurement (e.g., FFM and HEXACO) was empirically developed at the domain level from
factor analyses of lexical and questionnaire data (Goldberg, 1990). In the strengths research, the
level of analysis differs depending on which strengths model is used. Peterson and Seligman
(2004) conducted conceptual, lexical, and historical analyses of universal human characteristics
at the facet level (e.g., curiosity, perseverance). However, other strengths models adopt a bottomup empirical approach to determining strengths facets (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Linley,
Willars, et al., 2010). More recently, empirical support has been found for a three-factor model
of strengths domains, caring, inquisitiveness, and self-control (McGrath, 2015). The different
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approaches to taxonomy definition of strengths and personality have resulted in confusion at the
structural level that has only recently been addressed by researchers (Ruch & Stahlmann, 2019).
Another difference between strengths and personality traits concerns their arrangement in
individuals. Most trait-based theories of personality are dimensional in nature and advocate that
personalities are formed from a defined set of traits that vary in degree between people, for
example, The Big Five (Costa & McCrae, 1994). In contrast, most strengths models propose that
individuals possess a selection of core strengths and lack others (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001;
Peterson & Seligman, 2004) with their absence categorised as “weakness” (Linley, Willars, et
al., 2010). Niemiec (2014) differs from these theorists and proposes that strengths are
dimensional and exist in all individuals to varying degrees. However, neither arrangement of
strengths has been tested in the literature (Ruch & Stahlmann, 2019).
The inconsistencies above perpetuate confusion regarding the defining qualities of
strengths and are important to resolve because their different qualities impact the practical
aspects of strengths applications (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011). Strengths research is in its infancy
compared with personality research. Despite inroads to this work (e.g., McGrath, 2015), there is
much work to be done regarding the determination of strengths constructs at all taxonomic levels
(Ruch & Stahlmann, 2019). Many aspects of trait theory also suffer from a lack of conceptual
and definitional clarity and the trait model has been described as “fundamentally flawed in terms
of its ability to come to grips with the issues of personality dynamics” (Pervin, 1994, p. 111).
The reliance on trait theory for the conceptualisation of strengths has raised similar issues for the
construct, such as the insufficient consideration of the impact of context and interpersonal and
intrapersonal interactions (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011).

52

IMPACT OF ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE ON PSYCHOLOGICAL STRENGTHS
The Distinction between Strengths and Talent
Despite the assertion by some researchers (e.g., Niemiec, 2014; Peterson & Seligman,
2004) that strengths are personality or character-based, other models define them more closely as
talents (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Linley, Willars, et al., 2010). The meaning of the word
‘talent’ has changed throughout history with the contemporary definition finally settling on a
meaning that distinguishes it from mere skill (Tansley, 2011). Talent is described both as being
innate (Clifton & Harter, 2003; Sloboda, 1985) and as a “superior mastery of systematically
developed abilities (or skills) and knowledge in at least one field of human activity” with the
application of training differentiating it from raw “giftedness” (Gagné, 2000, p. 67). In the
strengths literature, there is lack of clarity regarding the extent to which strengths approximate
talent, or not.
An examination of the key definitions shows that each incorporates elements of talent, with
strengths and talents described as naturally recurring patterns of thought, feeling or behaviour
(Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Niemiec, 2014). Buckingham and Clifton (2001) use the term
talent to refer to what other theorists call strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). According to
Buckingham and Clifton (2001)Buckingham and Clifton (2001), strengths are built upon an
individual’s dominant, unchanging, and unique talents, and then refined with knowledge and
skills (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001). Developed strengths, according to Buckingham and
Clifton (2001) are analogous to ‘realised strengths’ in the Linley, Willars, et al. (2010) Strengths
Profile. For example, the CSF talent theme, ‘Winning Others Over’ is the talent of being drawn
to strangers and enjoying the challenge of making a connection with them (Buckingham &
Clifton, 2001). However, for this talent theme to become a strength, the individual must apply
knowledge and skills, for example, knowledge about individual supporters and listening skills.
Furthermore, both Buckingham and Clifton (2001), and Linley and Harrington (2006a) define
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strengths as natural capacities akin to talent, the focus of which is to produce enhanced
performance.
In addition to labelling strengths as “trait-like”, Peterson and Seligman (2004, p. 23) also
describe strengths as incorporating aspects of virtue, talent, and character. They argue that talents
differ from strengths because they are “more innate, more immutable, and less voluntary than
strengths and virtues”, but only as a matter of degree (p. 20). Talents are described as innate, and
virtues, or their behavioural expression, strengths are described as adaptable. While Peterson and
Seligman (2004) propose that the use of strengths may be as volitional as the use of talent,
ultimately, they conclude that the only difference is that strengths are morally valued whereas
talents are not (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). However, other researchers (e.g., Buckingham &
Clifton, 2001; Linley & Harrington, 2006a) do not consider strengths to be morally valued, ,
raising again the dichotomy of character- or talent-based strengths.
Confusion exists in other frameworks’ characterisation of strengths as talents. In contrast
to Peterson and Seligman (2004), both Buckingham and Clifton (2001), and Linley et al. (2008)
purport that strengths do lead to valued outcomes, such as higher performance. Biswas-Diener et
al. (2011) include talents in their conceptualisation of strengths and consider them to be
contextual and developable in contrast to Buckingham and Clifton (2001). Niemiec (2014)
suggests that all human qualities are strengths of one sort or another, but that they can be
differentiated. He proposes that talents are strengths that are innate abilities, which may or may
not be developed, for example, musical ability. Skills are proficiency strengths developed
through training, for example, computing skills. Interests are strengths that are topics about
which an individual is passionate, for example, engaging in a particular hobby or sport. Niemiec
(2014) maintains that character strengths are different and can be overlaid across other types of
strengths to determine how an individual might behave in these domains. (Wood et al., 2011)
also include all aspects of human activity and talent into their definition of strengths, including
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physical strengths. The allocation of all human qualities to the field of strengths dilutes the
definition of strengths as a unique construct generating further confusion. Despite Peterson and
Seligman’s (2004) argument that strengths are not talents, it would appear that some theorists do
consider them to be the same.
While it could be argued that ‘character’ strengths as defined by Peterson and Seligman
(2004) are qualitatively different from the ‘talent’ strengths defined by Buckingham and Clifton
(2001) and Linley and Harrington (2006a), a comparison of strengths across the three models
suggests there are similarities. Many of the strengths appear across all three models, for example
Learner (CSF)/Love of Learning (VIA-IS)/Growth (SP), Input (CSF)/Curiosity (VIAIS)/Curiosity (SP), Consistency (CSF)/Fairness (VIA-IS)/Equality (SP). This comparison
indicates that the division of strengths into character-based and talent-based may be
questionable. Moreover, this division is often ignored by practitioners, who treat them as
conceptually similar (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011).
The above discussion reveals the confusion that is generated by the proliferation of terms
used interchangeably and without precision to define strengths. This causes difficulty in
determining what researchers mean when they talk about strengths and raises questions of
whether strengths are indicative of character, personality traits, talents, or a new construct. There
is little clarification or conceptual analysis taking place in the strengths literature to dispel the
confusion arising from the use of these different terms. However, as will be shown below, these
conceptual differences about the nature of strengths cascade into practical issues for practitioners
and researchers alike. These issues include how innate or adaptable are strengths, and which is
the best way to apply strengths.
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The Extent to which Strengths are Innate or Adaptable
In addition to the definition of the attributes of strengths, the extent to which strengths are
innate or adaptable has important implications for interventions as different models make
different claims about this aspect of strengths. ‘Innate’ is defined as “existing in a person from
birth; inborn or natural” (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). Therefore, innate traits or
characteristics are inborn rather than acquired or learned. ‘Adaptable’ is defined as “capable of
being applied or used in different conditions or contexts; capable of being modified, altered or
amended” (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.).
A quality of innateness is ascribed to strengths in each of the key models. For example,
Niemiec (2014) defines strengths as being both innate and adaptable, stable and developable,
making it difficult to predict how they should best be used or developed. Niemiec’s (2014)
proposition that character strengths are “capacities for thinking, feeling, volition, and
behaving….for displaying virtues and human goodness” (p. 26) suggests a degree of adaptability
and choice around their use. Similarly, Linley, Willars, et al. (2010) describe strengths as a preexisting capacity, yet also fluid and changing (where, for example, it is possible for a capacity to
move from being an over-used realised strength to a learned behaviour). Buckingham and
Clifton (2001) and Buckingham (2007) advocate most strongly for the innateness of strengths,
arguing that they are present from birth and do not change during the lifespan. Therefore,
according to this approach, people cannot change their talent themes, nor even learn new ones
(Buckingham & Coffman, 1999). However, individuals can grow from the talents and strengths
they already have, not by learning new ones, and should focus instead on using their innate
talents to “change… the changeables”, such as performance and employee engagement (Clifton
& Harter, 2003, p. 120). Therefore, for Clifton and colleagues while using existing strengths in
novel ways may constitute a form of change, it is nonetheless grounded in an assumption of
innateness.
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In contrast is the dimensional view of strengths, whereby all strengths are seen to exist in
all individuals to a greater or lesser degree, such that “each strength is a capacity in individuals
that can be developed with practice” (Niemiec, 2012, p. 25). As such, individuals are purported
to be capable of developing their non-dominant strengths to achieve positive outcomes (Young et
al., 2015) and optimal functioning (McGrath et al., 2010). However, the dimensional view of
strengths casts them as developable aspects of virtuous character, rather than as pre-existing
talents to be honed. Research shows that interventions focusing on both strengths and
weaknesses are as effective as those focusing only on strengths (Haidt, 2002; Rust et al., 2009;
Walker, 2013). However, the idea of working on lesser strengths is inconsistent with the internal
logic of the strengths approach, that is, to identify and improve an individuals’ positive attributes
and talents rather than focusing on remediating weaknesses (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001;
Linley, Willars, et al., 2010; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Further, the preference in positive
psychology to describe weaknesses as lesser strengths (Littman-Ovadia et al., 2017) seems a
disingenuous way to promote the value of strengths over the benefit of paying attention to both
strengths and weaknesses.
The above discussion reveals how the differences in the construal of innateness or
adaptability of strengths by different models is dependent on whether strengths are viewed as
character-based or talent-based. However, even within that demarcation there are differences in
the conceptualisations by Peterson and Seligman (2004) and Niemiec (2014). The
conceptualisation of strengths as either innate or adaptable impacts the design and
implementation of strengths applications, however it is often ignored or neglected by strengths
academics (e.g., Biswas-Diener et al., 2011).
How Strengths can be Optimally Applied
Biswas-Diener et al. (2011) point out that practitioners do not seem to consider theoretical
aspects, such as whether strengths are innate or adaptable, when developing strengths
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interventions. Nevertheless, in the literature, there appear to be two clear approaches to strengths
use arising from these definitional differences: ‘identify-and-use’, and ‘strengths development’.
The Identify-and-Use Approach
In the identify-and-use approach (or talent identification; Louis, 2011), individuals label or
identify their top strengths and then explore how they might use these strengths to “address
existing problems or amplify positive functioning” (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011, p. 108). This
approach is implicit in all three key assessment tools previously discussed and is often adopted
by practitioners (Louis, 2011). A number of assumptions underpin the identify-and-use
approach. First, the identify-and-use approach assumes that strengths are innate and stable talents
(Louis, 2011) that merely need to be uncovered and used more to achieve positive outcomes
(Biswas-Diener et al., 2011). Second, this approach assumes that more strengths use is always a
good thing (e.g., Louis, 2011; Niemiec, 2014; Peterson & Seligman, 2004) regardless of the
context (Biswas-Diener, et al., 2011). Third, this approach assumes that individuals are
competent at knowing and using their strengths, however there is little data to support this
(Roche & Hefferon, 2013). Given that a significant proportion of individuals cannot name their
strengths (Hill, 2001) and do not demonstrate strengths knowledge, even after an intervention
(Dubreuil et al., 2016), it seems unrealistic to expect this degree of individual competence.
In keeping with the identify-and-use approach, if individuals subscribe to the notion that
strengths are innate then they are less likely to invest effort in developing their strengths (Hong
et al., 1999). In support of this finding, individuals trained in talent identification were more
likely to develop a ‘fixed’ mindset (Louis, 2011) representing a potential downside to the
identify-and-use approach (Dweck, 2008). The identify-and-use approach implies that
individuals can only learn how to use strengths that they already possess and therefore may not
be able to develop other strengths (e.g., Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Louis, 2011).
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The Strengths Development Approach
The identify-and-use approach has been criticised as simplistic (Fowers, 2008; Grant &
Schwartz, 2011) and a more nuanced approach to strengths use is the strengths development
approach (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Louis, 2011). In contrast to the ‘more-is-better’
implication of the identify-and-use approach, the strengths development approach builds on
strengths identification and includes consideration of how strengths might work together
(Biswas-Diener et al., 2011) or how to modulate or correct the application of strengths according
to situational demands (Kaplan & Kaiser, 2010; Louis, 2011).
Both practitioners (McQuaid & Lawn, 2014) and researchers (Peterson, 2006) have
proposed that a curvilinear relationship exists, in which too much use of strengths in a particular
context becomes over-use, too little is under-use, and the medium area is the ‘golden mean’ or
optimal expression. An inverted-U model may apply for optimum strengths use as it does for
other psychological dimensions, for example, effort (Grant & Schwartz, 2011), leadership
behaviour (Kaiser & Hogan, 2011), and conscientiousness (Carter et al., 2014). Grant and
Schwartz (2011) report a range of findings to show that both over-use and under-use of character
strengths can have a negative impact on wellbeing and other important factors. In contrast,
Freidlin et al. (2017) found that while under-use of strengths was associated with negative
outcomes that represent a “dormant or mindless state” of languishing (p. 53), over-use of
particular strengths did not lead to negative outcomes. In addition, there is little to indicate how
the optimal, middle application of strengths is defined.
Strengths balance is related to the strengths development approach, and is defined as using
a greater range of both higher-ranking and lower-ranking strengths (Young et al., 2015),
analogous to Niemiec’s (2014) approach of applying different strengths as required. The
strengths balance approach nullifies criticisms from researchers who argue that the focus on
innate signature strengths may limit individual growth over time (e.g., Dweck, 2006; Fowers,
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2008) and assumes that strengths are adaptable. Young et al. (2015) found that balanced
strengths use compared favourably to top strengths use as a predictor of life satisfaction and the
satisfaction of the basic psychological needs of relatedness and competence (Deci & Ryan,
2008). Balanced strengths use was associated with beneficial effects for wellbeing, suggesting
that encouragement of lesser strength has some validity (Young et al., 2015), as does remediating
weaknesses (Rust et al., 2009).
Confusion regarding the characterisation and application of strengths arises when
researchers and practitioners assume that strengths are adaptable but then implement an identifyand-use approach, which is based on the premise that strengths are innate and unchanging. On
the other hand, Biswas-Diener et al. (2011) contend that few practitioners take a theoretically
integrated approach to strengths development because taking such an approach runs counter to
the trait-based personality theory in which strengths are grounded, that is, that strengths are
innate and can only be identified and used. Further, little is known about the relative
effectiveness of different approaches to strengths applications (Louis, 2011). More research is
required to determine the best approach to strengths applications (Louis, 2011). It appears that,
as yet there is no theoretically integrated approach to strengths development, demonstrating the
disjuncture that exists currently between strengths theory and practice.
How Strengths Lead to Positive Outcomes – Underlying Mechanisms
As discussed earlier, Peterson and Seligman (2004) foundational work on strengths was
descriptive rather than explanatory. Whilst the development of their strengths classification and
taxonomy was informative, it was not accompanied by a comprehensive theory that explained
how strengths use generates beneficial outcomes (Bakker & van Woerkom, 2018). However,
literature published on harmonious passion (Forest et al., 2012), the influence of positive
emotions (Fredrickson, 2001) and the satisfaction of basic psychological needs (Deci & Ryan,
1985) provides useful starting points. Understanding the mechanisms that underlie strengths in
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order to achieve positive outcomes is required to advance the field of strengths and to define how
best to implement SBIs.
Harmonious Passion
Harmonious passion is defined as a strong inclination towards an activity that an individual
likes, finds important, invests significant time and energy in, and internalises as part of their
identity (Vallerand, 2012; Vallerand et al., 2003). Harmonious passion is increased by the
interaction of autonomy-supportive others (Mageau et al., 2009) and self-perceptions of one’s
autonomy (Forest et al., 2012; Lavigne et al., 2007). As such, harmonious passion and strengths
are closely aligned (Dubreuil et al., 2014), differing only in the way that strengths can be applied
generically in any area of interest. For example, someone who shows a harmonious passion
towards figure skating would most likely value and is energised by skating, identifies himself or
herself as a ‘figure skater’, and orients his or her life towards engaging in the activity.
Accompanying his or her harmonious passion, the figure skater will also possess certain
strengths, such as appreciation of beauty and excellence or love of learning, which can be
applied as part of his/her involvement in figure skating. However, the relationship between
harmonious passion and strengths remains unclear. Some researchers have reported that
strengths use appears to foster harmonious passion at work and positively impacts work
performance (Dubreuil et al., 2014). However, in a follow-up study, Dubreuil et al. (2016) found
that while a strengths-based intervention increased strengths use and wellbeing, it had no impact
on employees’ work performance, harmonious passion, vitality, or concentration, casting doubt
on harmonious passion’s veracity as the mechanism leading to positive outcomes through
strengths.
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Positive Emotions
A promising account of how strengths use might be beneficial is that it enhances positive
emotions, which then lead to a range of positive outcomes such as increased performance (Bellet
et al., 2019; Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2017; Meyers & van Woerkom, 2016), job satisfaction
(Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2017), work orientation (Harzer & Ruch, 2012), life satisfaction
(Peterson et al., 2007), reduced negative emotions (Chan, 2010) and wellbeing (Seligman, 2018).
Strengths knowledge and use may constitute a resource for individuals to access, calling to mind
the resource building effects of positive emotions as described in Fredrickson’s (2001) Broadenand-Build theory. The Broaden-and-Build theory (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001) posits that certain
discrete positive emotions broaden people’s momentary thought-action repertoires and build
their enduring personal resources to deal with adverse events. For example, the positive emotion
joy broadens a person's thought-action repertoire by creating the urge to play and be creative. In
turn these broadened mindsets carry durable adaptive benefits which assist the individual to
better manage future negative events. The association between using strengths at work and
productivity, organisational citizenship behaviour, and job satisfaction is mediated by higher
positive emotions and work engagement (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2017). Strengths use at work
facilitates the creation of more positive emotions and greater engagement in individuals, thereby
leading to better behavioural work outcomes (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2017; van Woerkom &
Meyers, 2015). Researchers have also suggested that a bidirectional effect, or upward spiral, may
exist such that the enhancement of positive emotions may help to promote the development and
use of character strengths (Fredrickson, 2001; Gusewell & Ruch, 2012) but to date this has not
been empirically examined. Nevertheless, taken together, these findings suggest that positive
emotions play a role in generating positive outcomes from strengths use.
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Job Demands/Resources
Another resource-based model which provides a possible underlying mechanism for
strengths use is the Job Demands/Resources (JD/R) model (Demerouti et al., 2001). The JD/R
model posits that there exists a range of physical, psychological, social or organisational aspects
of a job that require physical and psychological effort to address. Similarly, there are a range of
job resources that can be accessed to counteract the strain associated with job demands
(Demerouti et al., 2001). These aspects of jobs result in two psychological processes depending
on the volume of either job demands or job resources. When job demands are high and not
counteracted sufficiently by job resources, a stress process is triggered and employees are more
likely to experience burnout, poor performance (Schaufeli, 2017) and absenteeism (Bakker et al.,
2003; Demerouti et al., 2001) and poor engagement (Hakanen et al., 2006). Conversely, when
job resources are significant, employees are more likely to experience engagement, wellbeing
and improved performance (Bakker & Demerouti, 2018) through a motivational process. They
appear to enhance engagement especially when job demands are high (Bakker, Hakanen,
Demerouti, & Xanthopoulou, 2007). Importantly, abundant job resources can contribute to work
engagement without a corresponding reduction in job demands. That is, high job resources can
help an employee experience positive outcomes even when job demands are also high.
In addition to job resources, personal resources have also been found to predict work
engagement (Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2007). Thus, according to the
JD/R model, work engagement is impacted by both the individual and the work environment,
supporting the notion of a reciprocal relationship between these levels. Similarly, strengths use
could be considered a resource that individuals might access to effectively manage their job
demands (van Woerkom, Bakker, et al., 2016), and that also may be impacted by the
organisational context and attributes, as proposed by the JD/R model (Demerouti et al., 2001).
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Basic Psychological Need Support
Another way that strengths use might lead to positive effects is through the satisfaction of
basic psychological needs. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985) is an
omnibus of well researched mini theories that specify the conditions under which individuals
function optimally (do well), and experience wellbeing (feel good). It provides an understanding
of what motivates individuals, and an insight into how different types of motivation may impact
a range of different outcomes, including organisational success (Baard, 2002), employee
engagement (Meyer & Gagne, 2008), learning and education (Reeve, 2002), pro-environmental
behaviours (Pelletier, 2002), medical patient health (Williams, 2002) and sport and exercise
achievement (Frederick-Recascino, 2002). Of specific relevance to this thesis is Basic Needs
Theory, which proposes the existence of three basic psychological needs (autonomy,
competence, and relatedness) and argues that human functioning and wellbeing are optimised
whenever individuals perceive these needs to have been supported and satisfied (Ryan & Deci,
2017). Thus, from a basic psychological need support perspective, it is possible that strengths use
might, for example, result in elevated performance and wellbeing because people feel greater
levels of autonomy (i.e., a sense of ownership over their behaviour) and competence (i.e., a
feeling of greater effectiveness) when they are utilising their strengths. As basic psychological
need support will feature in the study reported in this thesis, more attention is given to such
propositions in Chapter 4.
Whilst positive emotions, basic psychological need support or harmonious passion have
been implicated in the relationship between strengths use and its many reported beneficial
outcomes, none has been found to be conclusive. Nevertheless, they present as promising
theoretical positions, which if explored, could add considerably to the knowledge base.
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The Impact of Context on Strengths
The relationship between strengths and context has largely been neglected in the strengths
literature. Little attention has been directed towards the influence of context on strengths, despite
Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) early identification of tonic and phasic strengths. ‘Tonic’
strengths are constant and steady across a variety of settings, and ‘phasic’ strengths are relevant
only in specific settings. For example, kindness is a tonic strength because it can be assessed by
deliberately general questions, whereas the strength of bravery may only be revealed in certain
circumstances, such as when a robbery is taking place. However, the emergence of strengths in
particular circumstances has not been researched further.
The likely impact of context on strengths will differ across theories based on how they
conceptualise strengths. Peterson and Seligman (2004) and Buckingham and Clifton (2001)
define strengths (talent themes) as demonstrating stability across contexts. However, for theorists
such as Niemiec (2014), that stability is influenced by one’s setting and is thus capable of
change. This definition of strengths places significant importance on context as a contributor in
the behavioural expression of strengths (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006; Snyder & McCullough,
2000). Biswas-Diener et al. (2011) explicitly argue that “to truly understand the overt expression
of strength, context must be taken into consideration” (p. 110). Similarly, Fowers’ (2008)
criticisms of the VIA- IS survey emphasise the importance of context as a key aspect of strengths
application. For example, the focus in strengths assessment tools on a small set of identified
strengths may not capture an individual’s capacity to deal with a wider range of circumstances
and events as typically happens in everyday life (Fowers, 2008).
The impact of contextual factors on the use and development of strengths has greater
importance when considering strengths in the workplace. That is, work contexts may determine
how strengths can be used and developed or how they may be hindered (Park & Peterson, 2003;
Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Researchers have started to explore how a strengths supportive
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organisational climate may influence employee positive affect and subsequently performance
(van Woerkom & Meyers, 2015), and how such a climate may impact self and other ratings of
job performance (van Woerkom, Mostert, et al., 2016). However, these specific strengths
supportive climates stand in contrast to more global measures of organisational climate and these
differences in measuring organisational context are further examined in Chapter 5. The research
presented in this thesis examines organisational climate factors that may facilitate strengths use
and is one of the first to consider which contexts lead to the development or display of strengths,
and which might hamper them in a work setting.
Summary
While there is superficial agreement of the attributes of strengths, a deeper analysis reveals
several inconsistencies that have implications for their application. Strengths definitions vary in
the extent to which strengths are innate or developable with attention and effort. There has been
little analysis of the difference between strengths and other human psychological qualities.
Despite suggestions that strengths are personality traits, it seems that strengths are more closely
aligned to a definition of talent. How strengths can be best applied is dependent on the extent to
which strengths are innate or adaptable, and how strengths are organised within individuals. This
raises the question of whether it is better to focus on the use of a few strongly self-endorsed top
strengths or to spread the use and development of strengths to the full range of strengths
available. All of these conceptual issues make it difficult for practitioners to implement
evidence-based strengths interventions. This is especially salient in organisations that are seeking
ways to capitalise upon strengths interventions as avenues for building productivity, engagement,
and motivation. It is unclear which is the best approach to apply strengths, and while context
may help practitioners decide, its impact has not yet been explored in the literature. This thesis
seeks to explore the impact of context further. Organisational context and factors that seek to
measure it, such as, organisational climate and manager behaviours, are explored further in
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Chapter 5. In the next chapter, the empirical literature and research around strengths and
particular outcomes is analysed across a range of different domains, including organisations.
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CHAPTER 3: AN INVESTIGATION OF ADULT STRENGTHS RESEARCH IN
DIFFERENT SETTINGS

Introduction
This chapter turns to an examination of the strengths research specifically based on adult
populations. As this thesis and study focus on adult populations in the workplace, the large
amount of research that examines strengths in children and adolescent populations is not
included in this review. The review was conducted by searching the following databases
PsycInfo, ProQuest, ScienceDirect, Scopus, Expanded Academic, Business Source Central,
Emerald Insight, JSTOR, and Open Dissertations. While there is evidence for associations
between strengths and key variables, such as wellbeing, there are limitations to this evidence,
which must be addressed if strengths are to be employed as a valid intervention to achieve
positive outcomes. Since the discovery and measurement of strengths at the turn of this century,
a large volume of research has been undertaken across various settings, which provides evidence
of the appeal and potential applicability of SBAs. Much of the empirical work has focused on the
associations between strengths and their correlates (Stahlmann & Ruch, 2020); work which is
required to establish the nomological network (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955) of the strengths
construct. Building upon reporting mere correlations, researchers have started to determine the
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nature and weight of causal relationships between the possession, use, and development of
strengths and desired outcomes (e.g., Duan et al., 2018; Dubreuil et al., 2016), however this
research is nascent and limited. This review will report the strengths research, examining
correlational studies (focused on strengths identification or possession) and intervention or
longitudinal studies (focused on strengths use) separately. At the end of each section the broad
contributions and observations distilled from this review are outlined.
Strengths in Adult General Population, Clinical and Educational Settings
In this review, a brief summary of key work in the strengths research is provided, separated
first into adult general population studies, then studies in clinical and educational settings. The
research in these areas provides a background and foundation for critiquing the workplace-based
strengths research. This is followed by a more comprehensive review and critique of the research
that examines strengths in workplaces as a justification for the current study. A main tenet of the
strengths philosophy is that strengths contribute “to various fulfillments that constitute the good
life, for oneself and for others” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 17). Strengths are associated
with, and hypothesised to enhance wellbeing (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010; Peterson & Seligman,
2004). Consistent with that, a major focus of the strengths research in the general population has
been to examine empirically the relationship between measures of wellbeing and strengths (Ruch
& Stahlmann, 2019).
Strengths in Adult General Population Settings – A Focus on Wellbeing
The general population strengths research involves adult participants recruited from webbased strengths interventions (Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 2017a), internet samples (Park et al.,
2004; Peterson et al., 2007), workshops (Waters & Sun, 2016), the community (Wood et al.,
2011), and sports clubs (Gordon & Gucciardi, 2011), and includes populations as diverse as
parents (Waters, 2015a, 2015b), caregivers (Fung et al., 2011) and athletes (Stander et al., 2016).
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Therefore, the findings from such research have relevance for strengths research conducted in
workplace settings because individuals belonging to such groups are likely also to appear in the
workplace.
Although Peterson and Seligman (2004) proposed that the expression of any strengths is
fulfilling, the empirical data reveal more complicated relationships between strengths and
wellbeing. Some research has found that all strengths are associated with resilience (MartínezMartí & Ruch, 2017a), personal growth after trauma (Duan et al., 2015) and better mental health
outcomes and less emotional symptoms (Duan & Wang, 2018). However, other research has
found that certain strengths like hope, zest, gratitude, love and curiosity are moderately and
consistently associated with aspects of individual wellbeing (Hausler et al., 2017; Jarden et al.,
2012; Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 2017a; Park & Peterson, 2006; Park et al., 2004; Peterson et al.,
2007; Proyer, Gander, et al., 2013; Proyer et al., 2011). Certain strengths also are associated with
recovery from illness (Peterson et al., 2006) and post-traumatic growth (Peterson et al., 2008),
and moderate the relationship between protracted violence and psychiatric symptoms (Shoshani
& Slone, 2016). From these studies, it is apparent that strengths are associated with aspects of
wellbeing and resilience. These studies suggest that certain strengths may be developed through
trauma and difficult events, while also acting as a protective factor in recovery from such events.
However, it is unclear from the literature whether all strengths or only certain strengths are
associated with wellbeing. Furthermore, this research comprises correlational, cross-sectional
studies only, thus it does not test the hypothesis that strengths improve wellbeing; longitudinal
and intervention studies are required to explore causality.
Researchers have examined the association between specific strengths and wellbeing
variables in certain groups within the adult general population. These examinations shed some
light on the various contextual factors that may impact strengths, which is a focus of this thesis.
Associations between strengths and wellbeing have been examined in different nations and
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cultures, such as Croatia (Brdar & Kashdan, 2010), Greece (Leontopoulou & Triliva, 2012) and
Indigenous Australians (Fogarty et al., 2018; Priest et al., 2012), amongst others. These studies
indicate that overall, the strengths paradigm has global applicability with similar prevalence and
rankings across nations (Park et al., 2006). Nevertheless, the influence of contextual factors on
strengths associations requires more attention (Quinlan et al., 2012). The importance of such
factors can be seen in studies that show that the rankings of specific strengths correlated with
wellbeing change over the human lifespan (Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 2014) or as a result of major
life experiences (Peterson et al., 2006). Research has shown also that associations between
strengths and wellbeing fluctuate across different sociological groups based on gender and
religiosity (Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2012). A greater focus on contextual factors that impact
strengths will provide more tools and information for how to use strengths, and thus more
research is required in this endeavour.
While the presence of strengths in adult individuals is associated with wellbeing, the use of
strengths is hypothesised to increase wellbeing (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010) and the empirical
evidence provides some support for this proposition (Govindji & Linley, 2007). In a metaanalysis of strengths interventions conducted mainly in general population and educational
settings, Schutte and Malouff (2018) conclude that happiness and life satisfaction are
significantly improved by strengths interventions and thereby, a causal relationship exists
between strengths and wellbeing, albeit one based on only a few studies. In addition, strengths
use is found to lead to a range of wellbeing-related outcomes in various studies, including
reduced stress (Fung et al., 2011; Waters, 2015a), greater self-esteem, vitality and positive affect
(Waters & Sun, 2016; Wood et al., 2011), increased mindfulness (Gu et al., 2015; Lomas et al.,
2017; Niemiec et al., 2012), and progress towards self-concordant goals, hence to both greater
need satisfaction and increased wellbeing (Linley, Nielsen, et al., 2010).
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However, despite the large amount of research examining the relationship between
strengths use and wellbeing, there is still much to be discovered about this relationship. For
example, the research is inconsistent regarding the type of strengths that, if used, is most likely to
lead to wellbeing. Peterson and Seligman (2004) propose that the expression of any strength is
fulfilling. However, various studies show that the use of signature strengths (Mitchell et al.,
2009; Seligman et al., 2005), lesser, non-signature strengths (Proyer et al., 2015), and specific
strengths correlated with life satisfaction (Proyer, Ruch, et al., 2013), all result in increases in
wellbeing for up to six months post-intervention. The context within which such interventions
are implemented is an important factor in determining which strengths will be valuable.
However, to date, no clear recommendations are available regarding the most effective and
sustainable approach to use strengths to achieve improved wellbeing.
In summary, the brief review above reveals several contributions from studies undertaken
in general population settings. First, these studies provide broad evidence for associations
between strengths and a range of improved wellbeing and health variables in non-clinical adult
populations. Second, however, the translation of these associations to causal relationships with
positive outcomes is less straightforward and less conclusive. Third, while these findings
indicate preliminary support for the short-term impact of strengths use, evidence for the
durability of positive outcomes resulting from strengths use is mixed with most studies only
capturing effects up to six months (Mitchell et al., 2009; Proyer et al., 2015). Finally, the
effectiveness of SBIs is complex and influenced by contextual factors, including intra-personal
characteristics such as experience of negative events and age over the lifespan (Martínez-Martí
& Ruch, 2014) and environmental factors such as membership of different sociological groups
(Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2012).
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Strengths in Clinical and Medical Settings
Strengths have also been studied in clinical and medical settings and it is important to
briefly investigate the findings in these settings to understand the breadth of research that
underpins the application of strengths in the workplace. Much of the research findings in the
clinical and medical settings have relevance to workplace settings as they report mental health
and wellbeing variables generally associated with strengths in adults. Seligman (2008)
characterises good health as more than just the absence of disease or illness (Ryff & Singer,
1998) but rather as integrating both mental and physical health. Although a move towards a more
holistic and strengths-based approach to health had been underway for some time (Tedeschi &
Kilmer, 2005), the positive psychology movement created a wave of momentum that resulted in
greater research and uptake of positive interventions (Louis, 2008). Thus, researchers have
started to examine how positive health interventions, such as those focused on strengths, can be
beneficial for adults by improving both their mental and physical health.
Strengths research in clinical and medical settings (e.g., clinical adult populations or
patients of allied health practices or hospitals) shows that individual strengths are associated with
mental health improvements such as reduced depression and anxiety (Bolier et al., 2013;
Disabato et al., 2014; Gillham et al., 2011; Huta & Hawley, 2010; Rashid, 2015; Rashid &
Anjum, 2008; Shoshani & Slone, 2016; Tehranchi et al., 2018) and reduced psychosis (Sims et
al., 2015). There is mounting and compelling evidence of the association between the possession
of strengths by adult individuals and better mental health (Duan & Wang, 2018; Macaskill &
Denovan, 2014) but in order to recommend and design SBIs, causal evidence is required from
intervention and longitudinal studies (McFall, 1991).
The evidence for strengths use interventions is also building. When used as the basis of
interventions, strengths use appears to induce positive mood changes and reductions in levels of
depression for up to six months (Duan & Wang, 2018; Gander et al., 2013; Huffman et al., 2014;
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Rashid, 2015; Seligman et al., 2005; Yan et al., 2020) and can also decrease symptoms of other
clinical conditions such as anxiety, psychosis and borderline personality disorder (Giannopoulos
& Vella-Brodrick, 2011; Rashid, 2015; Seligman et al., 2005). There appears to be growing
evidence that SBIs improve mental health in adults.
However, not all studies report consistent positive outcomes of SBIs. For example, in a
replication of Seligman et al’s (2005) study, Mongrain and Anselmo-Matthews (2012) reported
positive mood changes and reductions in depression from strengths-based intervention, but no
differences in depression scores between experimental and control groups. Similarly, Uliaszek et
al. (2016) found that a positive psychotherapy group, largely based on strengths, was no more
effective than a dialectical-behaviour therapy group, suggesting the importance of treatment fit in
the application of interventions. Further, the effectiveness of SBIs appears to depend on a range
of intra-personal and contextual factors. For example, the severity of depressive symptoms prior
to the intervention (Huta & Hawley, 2010; Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012), the preexisting level of expression of strengths in individuals (Proyer et al., 2015) or personality type
(Conrod et al., 2008; Mahu et al., 2015). As the strengths research proceeds, it is important to
scrutinise and identify the conditions under which strengths-based therapeutic approaches will be
effective (Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012). These contextual considerations also have
relevance to SBIs in workplace settings, for example in determining which intervention or
modality is effective.
As McFall (1991) argued, robust evidence is required to recommend the efficacy and use
of clinical psychological interventions. A clear protocol contributes to robust evidence by
ensuring delivery standardisation across interventions and thus allows for consistent
interpretation of results. While a treatment protocol for using strengths in psychotherapy is in
development (Rashid, 2015; Rashid & Anjum, 2008; Rashid & Seligman, 2018), arguably there
is insufficient evidence in the literature to recommend the application of SBIs in clinical
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psychological settings when compared with other more established interventions such as
Cognitive-Behaviour Therapy (CBT) (Hutton & Taylor, 2014; Olthuis et al., 2016) or
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) (Powers et al., 2009; Swain et al., 2013). The lack
of sufficient evidence to recommend SBIs also applies to workplace settings.
Another focus of research has been the association and influence of strengths on adult
physical health. Thus far the findings have been scant and inconsistent. Most character strengths
are associated with health behaviours, physical fitness, and self-evaluations of feeling healthy
(Proyer, Gander, et al., 2013), and wellbeing outcomes after traumatic brain injury (Hanks et al.,
2014). In a retrospective correlational study, Peterson et al. (2006) found that certain strengths
are associated with recovery from illness and psychological disorder, and they conclude that
character is derived from recovery (Peterson et al., 2006). However, a study that compared
adolescents cancer survivors and their healthy peers found no significant differences in strengths
between the groups (Guse & Eracleous, 2011). Similarly, a strengths-based intervention study
found no changes in reported pain, life satisfaction or resilience, in elderly, disabled patients in a
rehabilitative setting compared with a control group (O’Donnell, 2013). These latter studies
point to the importance of testing assumptions derived from correlational studies with
intervention studies to determine the exact effects of strengths. They also suggest the importance
of context in determining the value of SBIs, as the individual context applicable to each group of
subjects may impact outcomes in unpredicted ways.
Good mental and physical health are both important aspects of wellbeing and the literature
shows that the application of SBAs in this area is encouraging. This brief review demonstrates
that more research is required in this area, both to expand the findings regarding strengths
associations and use, and to establish causal relationships between strengths use and
improvements in mental and physical health. In addition, more research is required to determine
the specific mental and physical health contexts or conditions in which SBAs are most effective,
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analogous to generating mid-level theories, as argued by Alexandrova (2015). Most interventions
which target mental health improvements measure outcomes up to six months only and more
research is required to determine the durability of interventions to ensure that they make a
worthwhile improvement to mental health.
Strengths in Educational Settings
SBAs in educational settings have grown in popularity (Duan et al., 2019; Linkins et al.,
2015; Quinlan et al., 2012). Mounting research in educational settings examines strengths
programs which target students in schools and institutional providers at all stages (i.e., early
childhood, primary, secondary, tertiary). This thesis is concerned with adult populations,
specifically in the workplace, and the research examining the use of strengths in children and
schools is largely outside its scope. However, a brief review is warranted as some criticisms of
the educational literature can also be found in the workplace literature. Namely, these include
confusion between strengths knowledge and strengths use interventions, the preponderance of
association studies, a growing awareness of the importance of addressing situational and
contextual factors when implementing SBIs, and requirements for more evidence from
intervention and longitudinal studies.
As with strengths in other settings, a large amount of research provides support for
associations of strengths and a range of variables. Researchers have found positive associations
between specific strengths and variables such as wellbeing (Oppenheimer et al., 2014; Quinlan et
al., 2012), life satisfaction (Gillham et al., 2011), academic achievement (Lounsbury et al., 2009;
Tang et al., 2019; Wagner & Ruch, 2015; Weber & Ruch, 2012), engagement (Madden et al.,
2011; Seligman et al., 2009), classroom behaviour (Quinlan et al., 2015), transitions (Shoshani &
Aviv, 2012) and career interests (Proyer et al., 2012). Arguably, of greater importance is how
strengths can be harnessed and developed in students to translate these associations into
improvements in both long and short-term outcomes (Louis, 2011).
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Numerous intervention studies have been conducted in education settings providing
support for the impact of SBIs on both wellbeing and academic outcomes (Tang et al., 2019). A
review of strengths-based intervention studies in educational settings concluded that the
development of an individual’s top strengths found small but consistent wellbeing effects
(Quinlan et al., 2012). Strengths-based intervention programs result in higher life satisfaction for
both school (Proctor, Tsukayama, et al., 2011) and university students (Duan et al., 2019; Duan
et al., 2014; Proctor, Maltby, et al., 2011), as well as increased academic self-efficacy (Austin,
2005) and greater control over academic outcomes (Louis, 2011) leading to increased effort and
academic performance (Perry et al., 2001).
This review of the literature reveals several points to observe with caution. Many strengths
implementations in schools and educational institutions are incorporated as part of positive
psychology programs (Quinlan et al., 2012) making it difficult to isolate the strengths impact
(e.g., Gillham et al., 2013; Seligman et al., 2009; Shankland & Rosset, 2017). The short duration
of improvement effects after SBIs is notable. Most studies only extend post-intervention
measures to a maximum of six months and thus can only report short-term (i.e., one week to six
month) effects (Duan et al., 2019; Rashid, 2004). Studies including longer post-intervention
time-frames report improvements in some factors, for example, engagement, academic scores,
social skills, but not others, such as anxiety, depression, wellbeing up to two years postintervention (Seligman et al., 2009). Interventions that only provide very short-term
improvements in wellbeing or other variables may not warrant the investment by participants and
implementers.
Another observation is the frequent conflation of strengths knowledge and strengths use
despite the important difference between them that produces different outcomes (Louis, 2011).
In a review of strengths development programs in educational settings, Louis (2008) found that
most did little beyond help individuals identify their strengths. Furthermore, strengths knowledge
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interventions may not successfully translate to either increased strengths use or wellbeing
(Quinlan et al., 2012). This demonstrates a likely outcome of the gap between theory and
practice; the possible scenario where a practitioner implements a strengths knowledge
intervention in the mistaken belief that it will translate to increased strengths use or wellbeing.
From this brief review of the strengths literature in non-workplace settings, a number of
observations can be extracted. First, much of the research conducted examines associations
between strengths and other variables and undoubtedly, there are positive benefits associated
with strengths, their knowledge and use. As the strengths literature base continues to grow (Ruch
& Stahlmann, 2019), it becomes more dissected by contextual factors, which allows for more
meaningful conclusions (Alexandrova, 2015). However, there are several areas where more
targeted research is required to determine the conditions under which SBIs are the most effective
strategies to achieve outcomes. First, individual and contextual factors influence the
effectiveness of SBIs. Based on the research, some of these include characteristics such as
personality type (Duan & Wang, 2018), age (Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 2014), sociological group
membership (Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2012), severity of existing conditions (Mongrain &
Anselmo-Matthews, 2012) and existing strengths (Proyer et al., 2015). Second, the distinction
between strengths knowledge and strengths use is at times, unclear (Dolev-Amit et al., 2020;
Louis, 2011; Quinlan et al., 2012). Third, positive outcomes resulting from SBIs are short-term
and cast doubt on the value of their implementation (Duan et al., 2019). Finally, the research up
till now has comprised of largely of correlational and cross-sectional studies and more
intervention and longitudinal studies are required to ensure that expected outcomes are achieved.
The above conclusions are also true of strengths in the workplace, where despite the apparent
amount of research, much is still to be confirmed regarding the benefits and outcomes of
strengths.
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The Investigation of Strengths in the Workplace
Work is a central and necessary domain of most adults’ lives and provides individuals with
an opportunity for wellbeing (Page & Vella-Brodrick, 2009; Peterson et al., 2010), meaning
(Wrzesniewski et al., 1997), achievement and personal growth (Cotton & Hart, 2003) and rich
personal connections (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003). As such, the opportunity to apply strengths that
may lead to greater wellbeing and fulfilment for individuals renders organisations and
workplaces an important setting for the application of strengths. According to Hodges and
Asplund (2010), SBAs represent an opportunity to achieve positive outcomes and thus, have
grown in popularity in workplace settings. Workplaces and organisations are used here to
include any setting in which an adult may provide their labour for remuneration and include
educational institutions, health organisations, and military organisations.
Workplaces have specific contextual requirements which need to be considered in relation
to strengths interventions. For example, one requirement is that workers perform tasks, not
merely for their own wellbeing or personal growth but also for the organisation’s benefit and
success (Cotton & Hart, 2003). Thus, the application of strengths in the workplace extends
beyond measures of wellbeing to other outcomes that have relevance for organisations such as
job satisfaction, engagement and performance. Employees differ in the amount of autonomy with
which they complete their work and the extent to which they are engaged (Deci et al., 2001) or
find meaning in their work (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997). These contextual factors may each
impact how strengths might be applied and the effectiveness of SBIs.
Strengths and Measures of Wellbeing in the Workplace
Workplace wellbeing is an umbrella term to describe the domain specific conceptualisation
of wellbeing in relation to paid work (Warr & Nielsen, 2018) and can be conceptualised as
occurring at three different levels in an organisation, that is, individual, group, and organisational
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(Oades & Dulagil, 2017). This thesis is concerned with the individual level, which incorporates
other measures such as employee and subjective wellbeing (Page & Vella-Brodrick, 2009), stress
and burnout (Laschinger & Fida, 2014), job satisfaction (Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 2017b; Warr
& Nielsen, 2018), engagement (Rothmann, 2008) and work-related affect (Warr, 1990).
Measures of job satisfaction and employee wellbeing are moderately correlated with measures of
job-related performance (r= .30 - .50) (Wright et al., 2007), productivity (Wright & Cropanzano,
2000) and organisational citizenship behaviour (Warr & Nielsen, 2018). Thus, workplace
wellbeing is important because well workers are more productive (Cropanzano & Wright, 2001)
which in turn, is important for organisational performance (Cotton & Hart, 2003).
Strengths and Employee Wellbeing
Both strengths knowledge and use are linked with wellbeing generally and the same is true
of employee wellbeing more specifically. The endorsement of signature strengths based on job
fit is positively related to wellbeing and job performance (Harzer et al., 2017). Workers who
report a ‘high’ awareness of their strengths are nine and a half times more likely to be flourishing
than those with ‘low’ strengths awareness (Hone et al., 2015). Strengths are associated with
reduced negative effects of work stress and improved coping (Harzer & Ruch, 2015) and
improved goal achievement (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010), which are all measures linked with
wellbeing. Furthermore, strengths such as zest, perseverance, hope and curiosity are correlated
with healthy and ambitious work behaviours, such as commitment, active coping, satisfaction
with work and experience of social support (Gander et al., 2012), providing support for the
relationship between strengths and wellbeing. However, many of these findings rely on crosssectional, self-report data, which provide no information about causality, and thus no information
about how to build wellbeing through strengths.
Numerous studies also support the positive relationship between strengths use and
employee wellbeing (Forest et al., 2012; Harzer & Ruch, 2012, 2013; Littman-Ovadia & Steger,
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2010; Peterson et al., 2010). Hone et al. (2015) noted that workers who reported high strengths
use were 18 times more likely to be flourishing than those with low strengths use. The greater
number of hours per day individuals report using their strengths to do what they do best, the less
likely they are to report experiencing worry, stress, anger, sadness, or physical pain "yesterday”
(Asplund, 2013; Clifton & Harter, 2003). However, while these studies show that reported
strengths use is correlated with wellbeing, they still fall short of comprehensive evidence that
strengths use leads to enhanced wellbeing.
Longitudinal and intervention studies provide some, albeit inconsistent, evidence for the
causality between strengths use and enhanced employee wellbeing in the workplace. For
example, in a longitudinal study (Wood et al., 2011) show that strengths use leads to less stress,
higher positive affect, vitality and self-esteem - all important contributions to wellbeing. Other
studies provide accumulated evidence that in addition to the positive association between
strengths and wellbeing, SBIs may be used to increase wellbeing (Forest et al., 2012; Ghielen et
al., 2018). However, Pang and Ruch (2019) found that while strengths use increased wellbeing
for up to six months after a strengths intervention, these positive effects reduced after this time.
Dubreuil et al. (2016) also encourage ongoing training or transfer after interventions.
Furthermore, a sole focus on the enhancement of employee wellbeing is insufficient for
organisations; improving performance is also important (Cotton & Hart, 2003) and is a key
aspect of the organisational context that differentiates it from other settings in which strengths
are researched. While employee wellbeing is valuable to organisations because it is posited to
lead to higher levels of productivity and performance (Harter et al., 2002), the evidence for direct
causation between strengths and work performance is less conclusive (Dubreuil et al., 2016;
Forest et al., 2012) suggesting that SBIs alone may not achieve desired organisational outcomes.
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Strengths and Job Satisfaction
Another workplace wellbeing measure that is considered to lead to increased performance
is job satisfaction (Spector, 1997; Wright & Cropanzano, 2000). Job satisfaction is an evaluative
state or job attitude, of contentment, and positive affect regarding an individual’s job (Judge &
Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012). It is closely correlated with global measures of life satisfaction
(Judge & Watanabe, 1993) as well as engagement (Langford & Demirian, 2007; Langford, 2010;
Langford et al., 2006; Newman et al., 2010), positive organisational behaviours (Harrison et al.,
2006), intention to quit (Mitchell et al., 2001) and performance (Iaffaldano & Muchinsky, 1985;
Judge et al., 2001). Job satisfaction is an effective measure of wellbeing in the workplace with
which to examine the beneficial associations and outcomes of strengths.
A small number of studies have examined the association between strengths endorsement
(knowledge) and use, and job satisfaction. Across a range of occupations, the strengths of
curiosity, hope, gratitude, love, spirituality and especially zest, were found to be the most
common strengths associated with job satisfaction (Heintz & Ruch, 2019; Peterson et al., 2010).
‘Intellectual’ strengths (e.g., curiosity, love of learning, creativity) partially mediate the effect of
stress on job satisfaction (Harzer & Ruch, 2015) and strengths are suggested to influence the
team roles played by individuals further contributing to their job satisfaction (Ruch et al., 2018).
Researchers also propose that regardless of which character strengths an individual uses, it is the
alignment of signature strengths with work activities that is critical to workplace wellbeing
(Harzer & Ruch, 2012). More generally, the use of an individual’s strengths in the workplace is
correlated with job satisfaction (Harzer & Ruch, 2012, 2013; Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010;
Pang & Ruch, 2019) and mediated by positive emotions and work engagement (Lavy & LittmanOvadia, 2017). These studies provide further evidence that strengths are associated with, or
interact with job satisfaction, which is an acceptable measure of workplace wellbeing.
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However, conclusions about the relationship between job satisfaction and strengths cannot
be drawn without consideration of the context that exists within an organisation. For example,
Heintz and Ruch (2019) conclude that the relationship between job satisfaction and strengths
differed depending on the facet of job satisfaction measured, the occupation and the age of
participants. Their conclusion is supported by earlier research by Peterson et al. (2010), which
suggests that job satisfaction was more strongly associated with the strengths of honesty and
fairness for blue collar workers than for those in other occupational groups. These findings
demonstrate the requirement to consider the context when applying a strengths-based
intervention in organisational settings; SBIs may not be equally effective across different
occupational or age sub-groups.
Strengths and Employee Engagement
Employee engagement is another facet of workplace wellbeing, analogous to employee
wellbeing (Harter et al., 2002), that has been analysed in the strengths research as both a
correlate and an outcome of strengths. Macey and Schneider (2008) define employee
engagement as connoting “involvement, commitment, passion, enthusiasm, focused effort, and
energy” (p.4) with both attitudinal and behavioural components and a link to organisational
purpose.
Research from the field demonstrates an association between strengths and employee
engagement, which suggests that strengths might be a promising avenue for organisations to
increase employee wellbeing, however, much of this research is conducted by commercial
entities, which are difficult to verify or replicate (Dubreuil et al., 2016). According to Rath
(2007), employees whose supervisors focus on their strengths are two and a half times more
likely to be engaged than those whose supervisors focus on their weaknesses. A meta-analysis
showed that identifying strengths through small group interventions had a positive impact on
employee engagement (Clifton & Harter, 2003). Despite the promise of these findings, they are
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typically based on a single question (“At work I have the opportunity to do what I do best every
day”) (Harter et al., 2002). In addition, the details of the interventions are commercial-inconfidence, which represents a conflict of interest and an inability to be replicated. Therefore,
more robust evidence is required to recommend strengths interventions with the aim of an
increase in employee engagement.
Another workplace wellbeing measure, work engagement, is defined as a fulfilling,
positive, work-related state of mind, comprising vigour, absorption and dedication (Bakker &
Leiter, 2010; González-Romá et al., 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2002) and is positively associated
with strengths use (Bakker et al., 2019; Minhas, 2010; van Woerkom, Mostert, et al., 2016).
However, in an interventional study, Meyers and van Woerkom (2016) conclude that strengths
use interventions had no impact on work engagement due either to existing levels of work
engagement or to the brevity of the intervention. Bakker et al. (2019) conclude that personality
factors may influence how successful employees are in using their strengths. These studies
highlight the complex interactions and causal relationships between strengths use interventions,
individual characteristics and work outcomes.
There is a growing research base for associations between strengths use and a range of
workplace wellbeing variables such as employee wellbeing, job satisfaction and engagement,
however, the evidence regarding the outcomes of such interventions remains mixed and cannot
be relied upon to recommend interventions to organisations. The relationships between strengths
and these workplace wellbeing variables are complex and nuanced. Furthermore, the impact of
organisational context is an important influence on the effectiveness of interventions in the
workplace.
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Strengths and Individual Performance
Strengths are purported to be intrinsically linked with an individual’s values and meaning
(Niemiec, 2014; Peterson & Seligman, 2004) as well as performance (Clifton & Harter, 2003).
This section examines more closely the hypothesised relationship between strengths
identification and use and individual performance.
The improvement of individual and organisational performance is a key outcome for
organisations, and therefore, strengths researchers seek a direct relationship between strengths
and performance. Early strengths research suggested that focusing on strengths was more
beneficial for both individuals and organisations than focusing solely on remedying weaknesses.
In an often-cited global study of 19,187 employees from 34 organisations across seven
industries, the Corporate Leadership Council (2002) concluded that when managers emphasised
employees’ ‘performance strengths’, performance increased by between 21.3 and 36.4 per cent
(depending on the type of strength). However, it is unclear of what these performance strengths
were comprised and how performance was measured.
Nonetheless, there is evidence to suggest that certain character strengths are associated
with important skills required to achieve individual performance. For example, perseverance
(Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2016; Lounsbury et al., 2009; Park & Peterson, 2009) is found to be
associated with self-concordant goal motivation (Sheldon, 2014; Sheldon et al., 2015), which is
associated with better goal progress (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999) and performance. In one of the few
studies in the strengths research that includes both self-reported and others’ ratings of
employees’ performance, researchers concluded that task performance is related to the strengths
of perseverance, teamwork, honesty, prudence and self-regulation (Harzer & Ruch, 2014). While
some of these findings include more robust other-ratings, which helps to minimise commonmethod bias, they only report correlations, and do not determine causality.
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The evidence to support an association between strengths use and performance is mixed.
Harter et al. (2002) found that employees who believe that they use their strengths daily are 50
per cent more likely to work in business units with improved performance outcomes. However,
this association has not been supported by intervention studies; Forest et al. (2012) observed no
difference in work performance after the implementation of a strengths use intervention.
Importantly, the relationships between strengths use and performance measures (e.g.,
productivity and organisational citizenship behaviour) are mediated by positive emotions and
work engagement (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2017) and by vitality, concentration and harmonious
passion (Dubreuil et al., 2014). These factors have an important influence on the relationship
between strengths use and performance measures and they may contribute to the context in
which strengths applications are implemented.
The above findings point to the possible benefit of focusing on strengths for increased
performance in the workplace, however, the relationship between strengths and performance is
complex and requires further research and clarification. The research to support improved
performance outcomes from strengths is primarily comprised of field studies generated by
commercial entities (Ghielen et al., 2018) and empirical evidence is sparse. Despite the limited
evidence for a causal relationship between strengths and performance, findings such as these are
often cited to justify SBAs in organisations (e.g., Connelly, 2002; Rigoni & Asplund, 2017).
Crucially, some studies from the field (e.g., Clifton & Harter, 2003; Corporate Leadership
Council, 2002; Hodges & Asplund, 2010) do not adequately report protocols, resulting in nonreplicable results. Results may also differ according to which strengths assessments are used, for
example, not showing improvements in performance if the VIA- IS survey is used in comparison
to the CSF (Dubreuil et al., 2016). The relationship between strengths and performance outcome
variables warrants greater attention in the research (Ghielen et al., 2018).
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Schools as Workplaces - Strengths and Teachers
There is a dearth of research examining strengths use from the perspective of teachers and
general staff as employees of schools. Most research conducted with educational staff
concentrates on educators’ role in facilitating outcomes for students (e.g., Quinlan et al., 2019).
For example, teachers high in social intelligence, zest and humour are judged by students as
more effective (Park & Peterson, 2009). Further, where strengths have been applied, the research
comprises small mixed-method studies with limited pre-, and post- measures (e.g., Cooper &
Woods, 2017) and thus generalisations are difficult to make.
However, schools are workplaces, and wellbeing is as important a consideration for their
workforces as for other organisations (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Branand & Nakamura, 2017).
While teachers’ wellbeing has received some attention in the literature (Kern et al., 2014), the
wellbeing of general school employees has received very little. It is to be expected that there are
key differences in wellbeing-related and organisational outcomes between teachers and general
staff, although school employees have been found to be more committed to their organisation
than non-school employees (Bryson et al., 2019). The study reported later in this thesis is one of
the first to examine strengths use in a school setting from the perspective of employees’
wellbeing and engagement and to examine organisational climate factors in that setting.
Summary
The above review provides growing evidence that employees’ use of strengths at work is
associated with a range of positive benefits in higher engagement, job satisfaction, productivity,
and performance. However, the evidence that the use of strengths in organisations leads to
improvements in these outcomes is nascent. Kern et al. (2019) suggest that the field of positive
psychology is at risk of falling prone to sweeping causal claims, and interventions implemented
that “ignore the complex and dynamic realities and varied contexts in which people reside”
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(Kern et al., 2019, p. 1). This warning applies equally to the science of psychological strengths,
and even more specifically, to psychological strengths in organisations. Organisations are
complex systems with multiple factors impacting all aspects of performance, identity, at the
intra-, inter-, group and organisational level. It is likely that SBIs interact with other work-related
factors, such as job satisfaction, situational demands and work orientation. The organisational
imperative for individuals to perform at a high level seems a natural fit for the science of
psychological strengths, however, ensuring that there is robust evidence to recommend their
application is critical to the ongoing credibility of this branch of positive psychology. The
research base for the strengths constructs and for the application of strengths must now progress
to testing interventions that will result in clear benefits for employees and organisations. In order
to ascertain the quality of the extant evidence for SBIs, a more thorough and systematic narrative
synthesis review was conducted. This narrative synthesis review is reported in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4: A NARRATIVE SYNTHESIS REVIEW OF STRENGTHS-BASED
INTERVENTIONS IN ORGANISATIONS

Introduction
The strengths literature is dominated by studies which examine associations between
strengths and other variables. It is less developed regarding intervention studies that measure the
impact of strengths use to achieve positive outcomes. Despite the enthusiasm surrounding
strengths-based interventions (SBIs) in organisations promoted by practitioners and proprietary
companies, there is limited empirical evidence to support their use. It is apparent that many studies
ostensibly examining SBIs in the workplace, are more accurately reporting strengths-based
approaches (SBAs). In addition, the literature reports many types of interventions where it is
difficult to untangle targeted SBIs from more general approaches. Therefore, one purpose of this
chapter is to differentiate between SBIs and SBAs in the literature. Another purpose of this chapter
is to provide a narrative synthesis of the limited findings based on SBIs to discuss the effectiveness
of SBIs in the workplace. Rapp and Sullivan (2014) argue that better discrimination is required to
differentiate true SBAs from those that merely draw on strengths-based principles and practices.
This need for fine-grained discrimination is reflected in several systematic reviews that
examine strengths-based applications in the workplace. For example, Miglianico et al. (2019)
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conducted a systematic review of strengths use in the workplace and concluded that strengths use
is associated with job satisfaction, work engagement, wellbeing and work performance.
However, their review included both correlational and intervention studies rendering it difficult
to separate correlation from causality. Ghielen et al. (2018) conducted a review of positive
outcomes through strengths interventions across a range of settings. Their review provided
general support for strengths interventions, primarily regarding improved wellbeing. However,
several interventions involved components other than strengths use, making it difficult to
extricate the exact contribution of the strengths intervention to positive outcomes. Similarly,
other systematic reviews have examined positive psychology interventions which incorporate
other techniques in addition to strengths (Donaldson et al., 2019). Therefore, this chapter argues
that these reviews, while providing support for strengths in general, do not differentiate between
SBIs and SBAs. Nor do they provide sufficient evidence to recommend the implementation of
SBIs in the workplace.
To examine the effectiveness of SBIs comprehensively in the peer-reviewed literature and
clarify the contribution of SBIs to outcome measures, a more targeted and systematic review of
the literature was undertaken. This chapter examines the literature that ostensibly supports SBIs
and argues that much of the literature describes SBAs, which are different from SBIs. The
chapter goes on to report a narrative synthesis review, which reveals the dearth of empirical
evidence for SBIs in organisations.
Strengths-Based Approaches or Strengths-Based Interventions?
Much of the literature that purports to report on SBIs, more accurately reports SBAs. The
term SBA is an umbrella term used to describe a range of intervention principles, beliefs and
approaches that generally focus on the inherent resources, skills, physical capacities, personal
assets or characteristics of individuals, groups or organisations (Bird et al., 2012; Pattoni, 2012).
For example, groups may be invited to identify their collective opportunities and strengths
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without a specific or formal assessment of these strengths, nor a targeted focus on developing
those strengths. In contrast to SBAs, SBIs are defined as specific and intentional initiatives that
build individuals’, groups’, or organisations’ capacity to apply their strengths more effectively.
For example, this might involve completion of a formal strengths survey followed by some
specific action learning tasks that flow directly from the survey, with strengths explicitly
identified and targeted. SBAs may have a positive impact on people’s satisfaction with life
(Proyer et al., 2012) or cultivate positive feelings, behaviours or cognitions in individuals (Sin &
Lyubomirsky, 2009).
SBAs appear frequently in the management literature describing strengths in the workplace
and have been recommended with little to no evidentiary support for claims that they lead to
positive individual or organisational outcomes (e.g., Brim, 2008). Some examples of SBAs that
have appeared in the management and academic literature include strengths-based recruitment
(Stefanyszyn, 2008), strengths-based leadership (Clifton & Harter, 2003; Linley et al., 2007;
Smedley, 2007), strengths-based coaching (Linley & Harrington, 2006b; Linley et al., 2009) and
strengths-based development (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Hodges & Clifton, 2004; Roberts et
al., 2005). SBAs have become ubiquitous as practitioners in different areas, such as education,
therapy and sports, recognise the value of attending to positive aspects (such as solutions,
resources, and resilience), and shy away from ‘problem-focused’ terms and approaches, which
emphasise diagnosis and treatment to resolve the problem.
The literature that examines SBAs in organisations tends to be overly descriptive, lacking
in rigour (Kaiser & White, 2008) and situated largely in non-peer-reviewed, commercial
management and leadership journals. There is a preponderance of position or opinion papers that
promote the value of SBAs in a range of human resources processes without providing empirical
evidence (e.g., Linley & Harrington, 2006a; Linley et al., 2009; Stefanyszyn, 2008; van
Woerkom & de Bruijn, 2016) and many descriptive or composite case study-based articles (e.g.,
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Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Hodges & Clifton, 2004; Linley et al., 2007; Smedley, 2007)
without clear outcome measures (e.g., Connelly, 2002; Kaiser & Mayer, 2014; Kaiser & White,
2008). Some articles suggest strategies for the management of individual strengths (Linley et al.,
2009; Roberts et al., 2005) or provide step by step guides for individuals to identify and develop
their own strengths to guide their professional development (Hodges & Clifton, 2004; Roberts et
al., 2005). While these articles do not purport to be intervention studies, they do make claims in
support of SBIs without sufficient evidence. Despite large support for strengths use in
organisations, the empirical evidence for the effectiveness of SBAs is limited. Further, as argued
by Ciarrochi et al. (2022), in order to progress, the field of positive psychology needs to move
away from reporting the results of complex intervention packages, incorporating several
elements to evaluating specific intervention elements. A focus on complex positive psychology
interventions, has thus far, provided evidentiary support for the use of such interventions,
however does not assist practitioners to draw conclusions regarding the design of effective
interventions (Ciarrochi et al., 2022). Given the growing relevance of positive psychology to
organisations and human resource management (Cameron et al., 2003), more rigorous empirical
research is required to examine the purported benefits of interventions that focus on the use,
development or application of employee strengths (Wright & Goldstein, 2007). However, many
so-called SBIs would be better named SBAs as they show no indication of meeting the type of
criteria that would normally be associated with an intervention.
SBIs are defined as “training processes that promote the identification, development and
use of strengths” (Meyers et al., 2018, p. 52) to improve individual (Proyer et al., 2012; Sin &
Lyubomirsky, 2009) and organisational outcomes, such as performance (Harzer & Ruch, 2014).
More generally, program interventions in the workplace can be easily identified and useful
criteria defined to help clarify their existence, contribution, and outcomes (e.g., Spence, 2015).
Similar criteria can be used to examine SBIs. For the purposes of this review, SBIs are defined to
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include use of an assessment phase using validated strengths instruments; formal, structured
intentional activities designed to develop knowledge and use of strengths; defined and
measurable organisational and individual outcomes; and pre- and post-intervention measures.
The Need for a Narrative Synthesis Review
Based on the literature review conducted for this thesis, it became apparent that a more
systematic review was required to untangle empirical research from opinion papers and the large
volume of studies reliant on correlational data. Due to the nature of research in organisations it
can be challenging to obtain a concise overview of current evidence (Rojon & McDowall, 2014).
A preliminary scoping review revealed a dearth of empirical research, and therefore, a narrative
synthesis review (NSR) was conducted to explore systematically the prevalence and
effectiveness of SBIs in organisations (Hemingway & Brereton, 2009). An NSR involves the
synthesis of findings from multiple studies and “relies primarily on the use of words and text to
summarise and explain the findings” (Popay et al., 2006, p. 5). This is relevant because the
existing literature comprises a range of interventions and methods where it is difficult to
compare findings and determine the effectiveness of SBIs. Like other systematic reviews, an
NSR includes a “comprehensive plan and search strategy derived a priori, with the goal of
reducing bias by identifying, appraising, and synthesising all relevant studies on a particular
topic” (Uman, 2011, p. 57). As the empirical literature regarding SBIs in organisations is
nascent, NSR is deemed an appropriate review approach (Popay et al., 2006).
Objectives of the Narrative Synthesis Review
This NSR sought to explore how SBIs have been conducted in organisations to date. As
part of this broad objective, this review sought to report on the effectiveness of SBIs, that is,
whether positive outcomes are achieved, and if so, for how long they are sustained. The review
also sought to discover what sort of SBIs are being implemented. A clearer understanding of the

93

IMPACT OF ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE ON PSYCHOLOGICAL STRENGTHS
relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use and how they are employed in SBIs
was also sought. In addition, more broadly, the NSR sought to identify the outcomes associated
with the implementation of SBIs within organisations.
Method
Eligibility criteria
The NSR systematically investigated the extent of SBIs research that has occurred within
organisations, specifically with employee samples and focusing on the evaluation of the impact
of SBIs. To be selected for this NSR, studies were required to meet the following inclusion
criteria:
•

Peer-reviewed literature including published and unpublished empirical research,
such as theses and dissertations.

•

Conform to the four intervention criteria listed above, that is use of a recognised
strengths assessment tool, structured strengths-based activities, defined outcomes,
and the inclusion of pre/post measures.

•

Report an intervention that occurred within the context of an organisation.

•

Use a sample of adult employees within the context of an organisation.

•

Focus on either individual or organisational outcomes and benefits.

Reporting Bias Assessment
In order to ensure consistency of inclusion/exclusion criteria and of the selected keywords’
search relevance, a brief pilot review was undertaken. Two additional researchers were recruited
to form a panel with the author to examine a small sample of studies, and to test the decisionmaking process based on the nominated inclusion criteria (see Appendix B, Figure B1 for panel
responsibilities). The panel independently reviewed the selected articles and individually
determined whether the articles met the inclusion criteria. All three panel members agreed on the
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nominated inclusion criteria and how articles from the pilot sample were included or rejected
(See Appendix B, Figure B2). The pilot review demonstrated that strengths applications and
SBIs are primarily located in the organisational development and positive organisational
scholarship space. SBIs typically do not reference functional human resource activities. Rather
SBIs are more likely to be incorporated in employee wellbeing initiatives and this is reflected in
the keywords chosen to locate relevant studies.
Data Recording and Analysis.
The author developed a data extraction and assessment form which was used to record data
on identified articles and to standardise the data collection process (see Appendix B, Figure B3).
Review Process and Search Strategy
A search of six electronic databases, Scopus, ProQuest Central, ProQuest Dissertations and
Theses Global, PsycInfo, Business Source Complete, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar was
conducted using an array of keywords and related combinations (see Appendix B, Figure B4)
and documents published up to December 2019 were examined. In addition, the search was
expanded with the inclusion of a manual scan of the citations included in key or relevant articles.
Search keywords included character strengths, organisation(s), personality, traits, virtue,
strengths use, strengths-based, intervention(s), coaching, organisational change, behaviour,
effectiveness, climate and development. Where necessary, terms were searched using both
English and American spelling.
Study Selection - Rejection Phases
Studies were selected based on progression through the inclusion criteria. As shown in
Figure 4.1, the initial rejection phases (I and II) removed items that did not meet the inclusion
criteria. These included opinion articles that appeared in trade or industry publications;
theoretical articles; articles that did not relate to strengths; and duplicate articles. In Phase II,
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articles where the sample was children; or adults in community, clinical, sporting, or therapeutic
settings were removed. As demonstrated in Chapter 3, much of the strengths literature occurs in
settings outside of the workplace. While this research has relevance for establishing the construct
validity of strengths, this NSR was specifically concerned with examining empirical research
that addressed interventions and outcomes in the workplace and thus, those articles that were not
concerned with these issues were excluded. Articles where the adult sample context was not
easily identified were included at this stage, for progression to the next phase.
Phase III excluded articles that did not meet the organisational context criteria, for example
articles that referred to adults in other settings such as university students or cadets. The
exclusion of these other settings differentiates this review from others, such as Ghielen et al.
(2018) and Miglianico et al. (2019), who included a range of settings and samples in their review
of SBIs. Phase IV excluded articles that did not report SBIs despite a focus on strengths in
organisations. Many of the articles excluded in this phase were also opinion and/or management
advice articles, and articles that referred to studies that only examined strengths identification
and correlations but did not include an intervention activity. At the completion of the review
process, nine articles were found to meet all the inclusion criteria.
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Figure 4.1
Flow Chart of Review Process for Articles Meeting Inclusion Criteria

First search 2,142 articles

I. Rejected 1,904 articles

Result of keyword search, across
listed databases.

I. Accepted 238 articles

II. Rejected 164 articles

Obvious unrelated opinion,
newspaper, grey literature material
rejected. Duplicates removed.

II. Accepted 78 articles

III. Rejected 41 articles

Articles not meeting sample
inclusion criteria rejected.

III. Accepted 37 articles

IV. Rejected 28 articles
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Results
The eight studies that were included are summarised in Table 4.1 and briefly discussed in
chronological order of publication below. This discussion of individual studies is followed by a
narrative synthesis of findings. The studies included represent a sample of the range of different
SBIs available for implementation in organisations, for example, workshops, human resource
processes, and coaching.
Williams (2010)
In one of the few studies to include a control group, Williams (2010) compared two groups
of leader/employee pairs and examined the impact of strengths on performance appraisal. The
experimental group completed the VIA – IS survey and attended a workshop where each
individual’s strengths were identified and discussed. This was followed by a group discussion,
which addressed the inclusion of a strengths-based dialogue into the performance appraisal
process. The study examined three dependent variables relating to the performance appraisal
process: satisfaction with performance appraisals, motivation to improve future job performance
and appraisal ratings. The SBI was the independent variable between the two groups. The
intervention showed no significant effect on any of the three dependent variables, that is,
strengths identification training had no impact on employees’ satisfaction with the performance
appraisal process or motivation to improve future performance or performance appraisal ratings
(Williams, 2010). Whilst the intervention was quite short, it was nevertheless typical of the types
of interventions that occur in organisations and that appear in the academic literature. Williams’
(2010) findings challenge the presumption often described in the literature, that employees
experience elation and motivation to improve performance after identifying their strengths
(Clifton & Harter, 2003). As described above in Chapter 3, this presumption is largely based on
proprietary research conducted by consulting organisations who seek to promote the benefits of
strengths applications.
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Table 4.1
Summary of Studies Included in Narrative Synthesis Review (n = 9).

Author

Methodology

Williams
(2010)

• Matched pairs
• N = 104
• Self and rater surveys
• Control and experimental
group
• Performance appraisal
conducted at T1
• T2 after workshop on strengths
identification

Page and
VellaBrodrick
(2013)

• Control and intervention groups
• N = 23
• Government employees
• Pre- and post-assessment (T1)
• Further assessments at one
week (T2), three months (T3),
six months (T4), and follow up
focus groups at one year.

MacKie
(2014)

• Randomised control and wait
list groups (WLC)
• Between subject design (n =
31)
• Executives and senior
managers from NFP
• Self and other report

Intervention

Measures

Results

Comments

• Strengths identification
workshop
• Discussion on how to
incorporate strengths
dialogue into performance
appraisal process
• 3 week duration

• VIA-IS
• Dependent variables
o Satisfaction with
performance
appraisal
o Motivation to
improve job
performance
o Performance
appraisal ratings

• No significant impact
on 3 dependent
variables

• No positive finding
• Used VIA-IS for
performance related
outcomes

• Strengths-based positive
psychology intervention
• 6 session manualised
workshops
• Incorporated strengths
knowledge and use, goal
striving, job crafting, flow,
and relationships

• SWLS
• PANAS
• WWBI
• AWBI
• SPWB

• Participants in the
intervention group
experienced significant
improvements in SWB,
PWB and AWB, but
not WWB.

• Mixed methodology
(quantitative analysis of
outcome measures and
qualitative analysis of
follow up focus group)
• More impact on GWB than
on WWB; authors conclude
this is due to great
autonomy and control in
out of work settings

• Strengths identification
• 6 sessions manualised
coaching (inc. strengths
interview and
development)

• Realise2 Inventory
(strengths
assessment)
• MLQ 360
• Coaches completed
adherence to
strengths protocol
scale

• Strength-based
leadership coaching
had a significant effect
on transformational
leadership scores

• Comprehensive checklist to
ensure protocol
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Harzer
and Ruch
(2016)

• Web-based, randomised,
control, and WLC, intervention
study
• n = 83, WLC n = 69
• Pre-, Post-test (after, 3, 6
months)
• Self-report

Dubreuil et
al. (2016)

• Pilot intervention
• n = 78
• Pre- and Post-test
• Self-report
• Canadian physical
rehabilitation centre employees

Meyers
and van
Woerkom
(2016)

• WLC field study
• n = 63, WLC n= 48
• T0 -pre-, T1 - post-test
(immediately after and T2 - 1
month later)
• Working Dutch adults
• Self-report

• Strengths identification
• Ppts encouraged to use
strengths more often
• Strengths education
• Strengths in daily activities

• VIA-IS (pre-test
strengths assessment)
• SWLS (all time points)
Calling Scale
(all time points)

• Increased strengths
use led to increase in
Calling Scale, and
SWLS
• Increased calling
sustained for 6 months
• Increased life
satisfaction sustained
for 6 months

• Evidence for association
between signature
strengths (SS) and
increased calling, and
satisfaction
• Using SS more (rather than
weaker strengths)
• Evidence for longer term
benefits

• Activities to understand
strengths and strengths
development at work

• VIA-IS (strengths
assessment)
• SKS
• SUS
• SWLS
• IRBS
• Harmonious Passion
• Subjective Vitality
• Concentration

• No increase in SKS
despite doing VIA-IS
• Significant increase in
SUS and SWLS
• No increase in
Harmonious Passion,
Subjective Vitality,
Concentration

• Inconclusive re energising
aspect of strengths use
• Inconclusive re knowing
strengths before one can
use them
• No control group
• Intervention does not
distinguish between SKS
SUS

• Strengths card sort
assessment
• ½ day workshop re
strengths use and
development.
• Partner with a buddy

• T0 & T1
• Positive affect
• PsyCap
• SWLS
• UWES-9
• UBOS-A
• T2 only
• Positive affect &
PsyCap

• SBI had indirect effect
on SWLS, UWES,
burnout (mediated by
positive affect)
• No direct effect on
SWLS
• SBI – short term
increase on positive
affect and both short
and long term
increases on PsyCap

• Support for broaden & build
model, and for positive
affect as underlying
psychological mechanism
for strengths use
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Pang and
Ruch
(2019)

• Compared MBSP & MBSR
• Randomised trial with WLC
• MBSP n = 21
• MBSR n = 21
• WLC n = 21
• Follow up at 1, 3, 6 months
• Self and other report
• Working adults

van
Woerkom
and
Meyers
(2019)

• WLC field study, cluster
randomisation
• n = 47, WLC n = 61
• Teachers and staff
• Self-report

Costantini
et al.
(2019)

• 3 wave longitudinal intervention
study
• n = 82
• Self-report
• Pharmaceutical sales
professionals

• Weekly 2 hour sessions for
8 weeks
• Pre-test, then immediately
post-intervention, 1, 3, 6
months follow up (inc.
supervisors)

• ACS-RS (strengths
assessment)
• WHO-5 WBI
• PSS-10
• JSQ
• TPQ (supervisor rater)
• Time points
• T0 – baseline
• T1 –post intervention
• T2 – 1 month
• T3 – 3 months
• T4 – 6 months

• MBSP increased WHO
5 WBI & JSQ (up to
T4) and TPQ (T1 only)

• Combining strengths and
mindfulness influences
motivation and thus task
performance

• Two strengths workshops
• 1. Discovery of strengths,
action plan for 4 weeks
• 2. Job crafting concept,
action plan

• StrengthsFinder 2
(strengths
assessment)
• PGIS-II
• GSE
• SKS
• Strengths use
• T1 – pre-test
• T2 – post-test

• No direct effect of SBI
on PGI
• Interaction effect of
SBI for individuals with
low GSE at T1,
compared with those
with average GSE

• SBI led to increases in SKS
but not strengths use
(opposite to Dubreuil, et al.,
2016)

• 3 workshops, 3 months
apart based on FAMILY
protocol

• VIA-IS (strengths
assessment)
• T1 – OBSE
• T2 – WE (after 1.5 m.)
• T3 - OBSE & WE
(after 3 m.)
• T4 – OBSE (after 3
m.)
• T5 – WE (after 1.5 m.)

• OBSE and WE were
significantly higher
after intervention
• Differential and lagged
effects found between
workshops

• No control group
• All scales were self-reports
• Long term measures

Abbreviations: WLC – wait list control, SWLS – Satisfaction with Life Scale, PANAS – Positive and Negative Affect Schedule, WWBI – Workplace Well-Being Index, AWB – Affective Well-Being
Scale, Scales of Psychological Well-Being (SPWB), VIA-IS – Values in Action, Inventory of Strengths, SKS – Strengths Knowledge Scale, SUS - Strengths Use Scale, UWES – Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale, MBSP – Mindfulness-Based Strengths Program, MBSR – Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, ACS-RS – Applicability of Character Strengths Rating Scales, WHO-5 WBI –
World Health Organisation 5 Well-Being Index, PSS-10 – Perceived Stress Scale 10, JSQ – Job Satisfaction Questionnaire, TPQ – Task Performance Questionnaire, PGIS-II – Personal Growth
Initiative, GSE – General Self-Efficacy, FAMILY – Framing, Attitudes, Meaningful, Identity, Leading-self, Yoked together, OBSE – Organisation-Based Self-Esteem, WE – Work Engagement.
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Page and Vella-Brodrick (2013)
This study reported a randomised controlled implementation and evaluation of a positive
psychology-based employee wellbeing program with an emphasis on strengths. The program
comprised six one-hour sessions, each exploring an aspect of wellbeing facilitated by strengths.
These included strengths knowledge and use, job crafting, goal striving, cultivating flow, and
optimising relationships. While the study reports an SBI, it focused mainly on the measurement
of a range of wellbeing outcomes, such as psychological wellbeing, subjective wellbeing, workrelated wellbeing, and affective wellbeing. There is strong evidence in the literature to
demonstrate a positive relationship between wellbeing and strengths applications. Further
evidence of a link between strengths applications and other workplace outcomes however is
lacking. In order to recommend strengths applications to organisations, further evidence is
required. The inclusion of a qualitative follow-up suggested other possible outcomes, for
example that the program had a positive effective on employees’ goal pursuit and attainment,
improved self-awareness and acceptance, and better relationships (Page & Vella-Brodrick, 2013).
An interesting finding of this study was that positive outcomes could be somewhat mitigated by
the organisational context, that is participants felt frustrated by an inability to apply what they
had learned in the workshops in their workplace. Due to lack of role clarity and lack of autonomy
participants reported that they applied the learnings of the intervention more outside of work.
This surprising outcome of workplace SBIs underlines the importance of determining the
organisational context prior to implementing such initiatives so that employees do not experience
negative outcomes as a result of SBIs.

102

IMPACT OF ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE ON PSYCHOLOGICAL STRENGTHS
MacKie (2014)
Coaching interventions that focused on a strengths-based approach provided some
promising potential inclusions in the present review. However, most coaching studies were
excluded due to methodology, such as Elston and Boniwell (2011) and Cooper and Woods
(2017). This study was the only coaching-focused strengths intervention that met the inclusion
criteria of this review. MacKie (2014) compared two groups to examine the impact of strengthsbased coaching on leadership behaviours measured by the MLQ360 (Avolio & Bass, 2004; Bass
& Avolio, 1997), an extensively studied leadership assessment tool (MacKie, 2014). The study
used eleven coaches and a manualised coaching protocol to ensure consistency of strengthsbased coaching across the cohort (see Table 4.1). Based on rater feedback, participants
experienced significant increases in positive transformational leadership behaviours after the
strengths-based coaching intervention. Participants also experienced reduced negative leadership
behaviours after the strengths-based coaching intervention, which suggests that strengths-based
coaching may enhance effective leadership behaviours.
Despite the promising findings of this study, there were several limitations. Adherence to a
standard protocol improved the consistency of delivery, but there was no comparison of SBIs
with other leadership development interventions. The sample size was relatively small (n = 31),
and although there were no key differences between the two cohorts on transformational
leadership scores initially, the waiting list cohort did show an increase in scores over the waiting
list period. Additionally, the study used a non-equivalent cohort group design with two cohorts,
that is, cohort two did not have a control group to compare their coaching intervention. It is
possible that the first cohort’s coaching had a ‘ripple’ effect on the second cohort that was not
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captured by the study, for example, through role modelling, or relational changes as suggested by
O’Connor and Cavanagh (2013).
Harzer and Ruch (2016)
Harzer and Ruch (2016) conducted a randomised, placebo-controlled, web-based SBI to
assess the application of strengths at work, and the impact of strengths on employees’
perceptions of job as a calling. Participants were assigned to either the intervention group (n=83)
or the control group (n=69) and completed pre- and post- test measures (immediately after the
four-week intervention, at three and six months). After completion of the VIA - Inventory of
Strengths (VIA-IS) (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), participants in the intervention group received
web-based training that identified participants’ signature strengths, asked them to think about
their daily activities and tasks at work, collected how they use their strengths at work, and
supported them to develop and implement plans for using their strengths. Participants in the
control group were asked to reflect on situations in various life contexts in a similar stepwise
procedure and to consider the personal strengths they had demonstrated. A key difference
between the groups is that the control group did not receive any feedback on their signature
strengths after all participants completed the VIA-IS. Therefore, they did not receive additional
intervention effects from the strengths assessment and feedback process.
Harzer and Ruch (2016) found that the SBI resulted in increases in calling and life
satisfaction. Across all groups in this study, participants demonstrated variable adherence to the
completion of the intervention activities. The intervention activity was completed an average of
10.68 times over the four-week period of the intervention, that is, participants completed the
requested activities on average less than 2.5 times per week. However, there was also a high
standard deviation of 6.53, which indicates a high degree of completion variability between
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participants. Nevertheless, despite the low frequency of completion of the intervention task in the
study, significant results were demonstrated. The effect of the SBI given the low frequency of
completion is a promising finding, and it leads one to consider what the effect of the SBI would
be if higher completion adherence had occurred. A limitation of this study is that the small
sample size prevented more fine-grained analysis of differences between sub-groups of
participants. While this study did not occur in a single organisation, the focus on strengths
applications within the workplace warranted its inclusion.
Dubreuil et al. (2016)
Dubreuil et al. (2016) conducted a within-person pilot test of an SBI program. The
intervention comprised three steps: ‘discovery’ that included a strengths assessment, the VIA-IS;
‘integration’, which comprise a facilitated workshop session (length unspecified, two weeks
later), and ‘action’ where another facilitated workshop session focused on strengths development
and the ongoing identification of opportunities to integrate and apply strengths in the workplace
(Dubreuil et al., 2016). The researchers measured strengths knowledge (SKS), strengths use
(SUS), satisfaction with life (SWLS), in-role behaviours, harmonious passion, subjective vitality
and concentration in both pre- and post- measures (3 months after the intervention). Dubreuil et
al. (2016) hypothesised that the SBI would increase participants’ strengths knowledge, strengths
use, well-being, work performance, harmonious passion (Dubreuil et al., 2014; Forest et al.,
2012), vitality (Govindji & Linley, 2007) and concentration (Peterson et al., 2007).
The researchers found an increase in strengths use and life satisfaction, but no difference
for the other outcomes (i.e., no improvement in strengths knowledge, work performance,
harmonious passion, subjective vitality, and concentration). Further analyses revealed that the
participants who benefited most from the SBI (increases in harmonious passion, work
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performance and life satisfaction) were those who most increased their strengths use after the
intervention. Dubreuil et al. (2016) proposed that perhaps a certain threshold of strengths use
must be reached before increases in variables such as work performance and harmonious passion
can be found. They further suggest that intrapersonal factors, such as need satisfaction, may
contribute to the effectiveness of an SBI in the workplace and should be considered prior to
implementation. The study found that there was no increase in participants’ strengths knowledge
after the intervention, which contradicts a key assumption of the strengths literature: that to use
one’s strengths, one must first know one’s strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Dubreuil et
al.’s (2016) finding also contradicts the claim that merely identifying one’s strengths results in
improvements in individual outcomes such as wellbeing (Seligman et al., 2005). Based on
Seligman et al.’s (2005) findings, one would expect to see strengths knowledge increasing with
the intervention, however, that was not demonstrated by Dubreuil et al. (2016).
Dubreuil et al. (2016) did not find compelling evidence for the proposition that harmonious
passion is an underlying mechanism of strengths use. Dubreuil et al. (2016) comment that their
findings stand in contrast to other findings in the literature that suggest that strengths-based
employee development leads to higher levels of engagement and performance (Asplund &
Blacksmith, 2012; Clifton & Harter, 2003) but which do not provide clear details of their
intervention activities. The researchers concluded that it was difficult to ascertain how this study
differed in protocol from the above studies, as no details of protocols could be found in the
proprietary research. Noted limitations of Dubreuil et al.’s (2016) study included the gender
imbalance of participants as 93% of the sample were female and a reliance on self-report
assessments. Furthermore, the authors concluded that insufficient time may have been dedicated
to the SBI and that additional support and development are required following such an
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intervention. Other limitations of this study include the lack of a control group and not separately
measuring the various intervention elements. Importantly, this study indicates that the
relationship between strengths development and work performance is complex and requires
further analysis.
Meyers and van Woerkom (2016)
This study explored the use of SBIs to increase work-related wellbeing (specifically, work
engagement and reduced burnout) and psychological capital (PsyCap) (Luthans et al., 2007).
PsyCap is a higher order construct which consists of self-efficacy, hope, optimism and resilience
(Luthans et al., 2007). Participants completed questionnaires two weeks prior to the intervention
(T0), immediately post-intervention (T1), and at one month follow up (T2). The questionnaires
measured positive affect, that is, a propensity to experience positive emotions, PsyCap,
satisfaction with life (SWLS), work engagement (UWES-9) and burnout (UBOS-A). Participants
completed a strengths card sort to identify their three most dominant strengths, followed by a
half-day training workshop to stimulate them to develop and use their strengths in the workplace.
In a similar fashion to Harzer and Ruch (2016), this study was not conducted in a single
organisation but used a working adult sample and thus was deemed suitable for inclusion in the
NSR.
Surprisingly, Meyers and van Woerkom (2016) found that the SBI did not have a direct
impact on work-related wellbeing, although it did directly impact PsyCap. This is surprising
because many findings in the strengths literature support a relationship between wellbeing and
strengths (see Chapter 3). The SBI did lead to short-term increases in positive affect but this was
not sustained at the one-month follow up (T2). Positive affect mediated the relationship between
the SBI and the wellbeing indicators of SWLS, UWES and UBOS at the one month follow up
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(T2), however, the increases in positive affect did not directly or indirectly contribute to an
increase in PsyCap. These results provide further evidence for the proposition that positive affect
or emotion is a key underlying mechanism to explain the benefits of strengths use, based on the
Broaden-and-Build model (Fredrickson, 2001) and the Job Demands - Resources model
(Demerouti et al., 2001), which propose that strengths act as positive resources leading to other
positive outcomes (see Chapter 2).
Pang and Ruch (2019)
Pang and Ruch (2019) compared the effectiveness of mindfulness-based stress reduction
(Stress Reduction) and mindfulness-based strengths practice (Strengths Practice) training groups
in organisations. They examined the impact these two eight-week training practices had on
participants’ wellbeing, work-related outcomes such as perceived stress, job satisfaction,
supervisor-rated task performance scores and applicability of character strengths at work scores
at one, three and six months after the intervention. Applicability of character strengths is defined
as the “degree to which situational circumstances allow an individual to display strengthsrelevant behaviour” (Harzer & Ruch, 2013, p. 957). It measures both external influences, such as
the normative demands of a situation and the appropriateness of certain behaviour in a situation,
and internal influences such as the presence of factors that may facilitate or impede behaviour,
and the intrinsic motivation to show a behaviour perceived by an individual for each character
strength (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The results show that the Stress Reduction training group
increased wellbeing and job satisfaction and reduced perceived stress. On the other hand, the
Strengths Practice program resulted in different outcomes, such as increased wellbeing, job
satisfaction and task performance, mediated by the applicability of character strengths, which
indicates the importance of context on the expected outcomes of SBIs. The authors concluded
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that the combination of an SBI with a mindfulness intervention had an additional motivational
impact, which resulted in improved task performance (Pang & Ruch, 2019). However, the
improvements gained by the Strengths Practice group on task performance were effective only
immediately after the intervention and not sustained at six months post-intervention raising
questions regarding the sustainable impacts of SBIs.
Van Woerkom and Meyers (2019)
This study examined the impact of an SBI on personal growth initiative and general selfefficacy in the workplace. Personal growth initiative refers to self-improvement skills, which
include readiness for change, planning, and intentional behaviour (Robitschek et al., 2012) and is
shown to predict adaptive coping skills, and career development (Robitschek & Cook, 1999).
The intervention comprised of two three-hour workshops aimed at the identification,
development and use of strengths by participants. The first workshop facilitated discovery of
strengths, covered some possible consequences of not using strengths at work and initiated the
preparation and sharing of strengths use plans. The second workshop introduced the concept of
job crafting as a way of using one’s strengths, including a task analysis activity designed to help
identify aspects of work that could be changed through job crafting (Demerouti, 2014). A
limitation of this study was the lack of a control condition.
Van Woerkom and Meyers (2019) specifically examined the impact an SBI had on both
strengths knowledge and strengths use. In contrast to Dubreuil et al. (2016), who found that an
SBI enhanced strengths use but not strengths knowledge, van Woerkom and Meyers (2019)
found the opposite: that the SBI enhanced strengths knowledge but not strengths use. Further,
van Woerkom and Meyers (2019) found that the indirect effect of the SBI on self-efficacy was
mediated by strengths knowledge, but not strengths use. Van Woerkom and Meyers (2019) assert
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that this finding is due to increased strengths literacy post the workshop, whereby participants
developed a better understanding of the strengths construct and therefore, experienced a response
shift in their standards.
The results indicated that the SBI did not directly affect personal growth initiative but did
have a direct effect on self-efficacy, mediating most aspects of personal growth initiative. An
interaction effect of the SBI detected by the authors indicates that SBIs may foster the building
of self-efficacy in unconfident individuals, potentially averting negative downward spirals (van
Woerkom & Meyers, 2019). Another explanation offered by the authors is that their findings
may be subject to a ceiling effect, making it hard to detect positive changes in individuals with
high self-efficacy (van Woerkom & Meyers, 2019). These findings echo those of Dubreuil et al.
(2016) and suggest that there may be ceiling or threshold effects for the effectiveness of SBIs
that need to be considered in their execution. The conflicting results highlight the importance of
conducting and reporting more rigorous empirical intervention studies that go beyond theoretical
and correlational studies.
Costantini et al. (2019)
The last study examined the outcomes of an SBI, which comprised three one-day training
workshops held over nine months. The SBI was based on the standardised FAMILY strengths
intervention approach (Costantini et al., 2017), which integrates the VIA-IS (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004) and Seligman’s (2018) PERMA wellbeing model. The outcome measures
captured were organisation-based self-esteem (Pierce et al., 1989) and work engagement
(derived from the nine-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale)(Schaufeli et al., 2006). These
measures were initially taken 1.5 months prior to the intervention, then at three-month intervals
over nine months, then 1.5 months after the third workshop, with a total of five time points. In
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order to examine whether increases in organisation-based self-esteem led to increases in work
engagement, work engagement was measured 1.5 months after the measurement of organisationbased self-esteem. This study is a rare example of a longer-term intervention with a
comprehensive and standardised approach to the identification, reflection, application and
integration of strengths in the workplace. The authors found that participants’ level of
organisation-based self-esteem and work engagement were significantly higher after the ninemonth intervention than at baseline and concluded that SBIs comprising multiple interventions,
which aim to improve employees’ awareness and use of strengths, can have an impact on work
engagement in the medium term. They also noted that the different content of each workshop
seemed to have a differential effect on organisation-based self-esteem and work engagement
scores, which further underscores the importance of effective design for achieving outcomes in
certain contexts (Costantini et al., 2019). Such an intervention stands in contrast to the brief
intervention observed in other studies, which have had a less sustained impact on work outcomes
(e.g., Dubreuil et al., 2016). While this study did not have a control group, it does provide
empirical evidence that effectively designed SBIs foster work engagement.
Conclusion
Summary of Key Themes
In keeping with the broad objectives of this NSR, several key themes emerged from the
findings of this review. First, the empirical evidence for the effectiveness of SBIs is mixed and
contradicts presumptions found in strengths literature. Second, the findings reported in the NSR
suggest that short SBIs are less effective than longer and better supported SBIs. Third, there are
contradictory findings in relation to how strengths knowledge and strengths use relate and how
they can be enhanced or harnessed for effective SBIs. Fourth, the review does not provide
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conclusive findings to clarify the underlying mechanisms of strengths. Fifth, this review raises
the issue of methodological rigour in SBIs. Sixth, this review displays the range of SBIs that are
utilised in the workplace.
Evidence for Effectiveness
This review demonstrates that the evidence for a positive impact of SBIs in organisations is
mixed at best. For some studies, SBIs did lead to increased wellbeing (Dubreuil et al., 2016;
Harzer & Ruch, 2016; Pang & Ruch, 2019), whereas for others the SBIs did lead to increased
work-place wellbeing, however, was mediated by positive affect (Meyers & van Woerkom,
2016). SBIs showed a positive impact on leadership behaviour (MacKie, 2014), life satisfaction
(Harzer & Ruch, 2016), work engagement (Costantini et al., 2019; Meyers & van Woerkom,
2016) and perceptions of job as calling (Harzer & Ruch, 2016). For example, there was no
positive impact of the introduction of strengths on aspects of the performance appraisal process
(Williams, 2010). Similarly, Dubreuil et al. (2016) found inconclusive results for a positive
effect of SBIs on work performance and other aspects of performance, such as vitality and
concentration. The results from this NSR of SBI studies demonstrates the danger of relying on
correlational data to prove their effectiveness in organisations.
Based on the findings of this review, SBIs in organisations have achieved mixed outcomes.
This contrasts with recent reviews (e.g., Ghielen et al., 2018; Miglianico et al., 2019) that have
concluded SBIs result in more positive outcomes. However, several reasons for this difference
can be found. First, the review by Ghielen et al. (2018) did not focus solely on workplace-based
SBIs but reviewed SBIs across a range of settings. As workplaces differ from community
settings, their results have limited applicability to the workplace. Second, the review by
Miglianico et al. (2019) included a large proportion of studies that were cross-sectional in design
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and therefore did not constitute interventions, unlike the current review, which focused solely on
SBIs. Thus, the current review contributes to the literature by revealing the extent to which
results from intervention studies differ from those of correlational studies.
Sustainability of Positive Results
Where SBIs did result in a positive effect, it appears that these benefits of SBIs are shortlived and not sustained beyond one month for variables such as positive affect (Meyers & van
Woerkom, 2016), and task performance (Pang & Ruch, 2019). Further, Pang and Ruch (2019)
took measures up to six months post-intervention and found that positive gains due to the SBI
were effective immediately after the intervention only and not sustained at six months. However,
a key factor in the sustainability of positive results of SBIs seems to be the extent of support and
duration of the SBI. For example, Costantini et al.’s (2019) SBIs lasted over nine months and
showed sustained positive effects, whereas briefer interventions demonstrated a less sustained
effect (e.g., Dubreuil et al., 2016). The duration, content and support provided by an SBI appear
to make an important impact on positive outcomes, which emphasises the importance of careful
consideration of the organisational context in which an SBI is to be implemented and on the
design of the SBI.
Confusion Regarding Differences between Strengths Knowledge and Strengths Use
Different studies resulted in different conclusions regarding whether strengths knowledge
or strengths use are of more benefit to participants in SBIs. For example, Dubreuil et al. (2016)
found that the SBI did not increase strengths knowledge, thereby casting doubt on the
assumption that strengths knowledge must precede strengths use. In contrast, van Woerkom and
Meyers (2019) found that their SBI enhanced strengths knowledge but not strengths use. These
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contradictions highlight the need for further examination and conceptual clarity of the constructs
of strengths knowledge and strengths use.
Underlying Mechanisms of Strengths
This review reveals that further work is required to understand the mechanisms by which
strengths interventions achieve positive outcomes. Arguably, this may because several of the
studies did not employ research designs to explore the mechanisms. Dubreuil et al. (2016) did
not find evidence for harmonious passion as an underlying mechanism of strengths. However,
Meyers and van Woerkom (2016) found some evidence for the role of positive affect as a
possible mechanism by which strengths lead to positive outcomes. The underlying mechanisms
of strengths remain an area of research requiring further attention.
Methodological Rigour
According to Popay et al. (2006), the robustness of a narrative synthesis review depends on
two related elements: the trustworthiness of the synthesis process and the methodological quality
of the included studies. The synthesis process has been discussed earlier and is shown to be
systematic. Of the nine intervention studies included in this review, six utilised control groups
(Harzer & Ruch, 2016; MacKie, 2014; Meyers & van Woerkom, 2016; Pang & Ruch, 2019; van
Woerkom & Meyers, 2019; Williams, 2010). They each utilised robust methodology to reach
their findings, for example, quasi-experimental studies and waitlist control groups.
Based on the findings of this review, SBIs in organisations have achieved mixed outcomes.
This contrasts with recent reviews (e.g., Ghielen et al., 2018; Miglianico et al., 2019) that have
concluded SBIs result in more positive outcomes. However, several reasons for this difference
can be found. First, the review by Ghielen et al. (2018) did not focus solely on workplace-based
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SBIs but reviewed SBIs across a range of other community settings. As workplaces differ from
community settings, their results have limited applicability to the workplace. Second, the review
by Miglianico et al. (2019) included a large proportion of studies that were cross-sectional in
design and therefore did not constitute interventions, unlike the current review, which focused
solely on SBIs. Thus, the current review contributes to the literature by revealing the extent to
which results from intervention studies differ from those of correlational studies.
Range of SBIs Implemented
The studies reviewed demonstrate the range of SBIs that are implemented in organisations
and with working populations. Many studies included used workshops or activities to build
employee awareness, development and use of strengths, although one study employed a coaching
intervention (MacKie, 2014), another burgeoning application of SBIs. The studies also showed
the different strengths tools being used in the strengths literature. All three major strengths
assessment tools referred to in Chapter 2, that is the VIA-IS (Peterson & Seligman, 2004),
Clifton Strengths Finder (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001) and Strengths Profile (Linley, Willars, et
al., 2010) were included in the studies. One study had employees assess their strengths with a 24card sort, presumably based on VIA-IS but not clearly stated (Meyers & van Woerkom, 2016).
The studies that utilised the VIA-IS measured outcomes more directly related to employee
wellbeing, such as satisfaction with life and calling (Harzer & Ruch, 2016), harmonious passion
and subjective vitality (Dubreuil et al., 2016) and satisfaction with life and work engagement
(Meyers & van Woerkom, 2016). An exception was Williams (2010) who used the VIA-IS to
improve performance appraisal, which may have contributed to the inconclusive findings as the
VIA-IS is typically associated with employee wellbeing. Studies that used the Strengths Profile
or Clifton Strengths Finder did not focus on wellbeing outcomes but instead focused on
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leadership (MacKie, 2014) or personal growth or self-efficacy (van Woerkom & Meyers, 2019).
One study assessed strengths using a VIA-IS based assessment focused on applicability of
strengths in the workplace (Pang & Ruch, 2019). The majority of studies (five) relied on selfreport data only, which may be associated with bias. However, the three studies that used selfand other raters also showed positive outcomes associated with SBIs. The review reflects the
variety of intervention activities that practitioners and researchers may include in studies
examining SBIs, for example, coaching, brief and lengthy workshops (e.g., Dubreuil et al., 2016;
MacKie, 2014; Pang & Ruch, 2019). A future step in developing the field would include
comparison of different intervention activities, which would be useful to determine best practice
in SBIs. Such a comparison is beyond the parameters of the current study but is noted for future
research.
Limitations of this Narrative Synthesis Review
This review sought specifically to interrogate the literature to differentiate between SBAs,
that is general approaches that purport to enhance strengths with rigorously defined SBIs that
meet specific criteria. A potential limitation of this review is that the inclusion criteria may have
been too narrowly defined, which may have excluded potential eligible studies. However, the
application of the inclusion criteria is also a strength of this review as it meant that only rigorous
interventions were included in the review.
A limitation of all academic literature is the so-called “bottom drawer effect” whereby only
studies that report positive findings are published (Scargle, 1999). This potential limitation was
addressed by also including unpublished and nevertheless peer-reviewed, theses and dissertations
in the review.
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Originally, this review sought to determine the factors that contribute to a successful
implementation of SBIs in order to emphasise the importance of organisational context in such
implementations. However, it quickly became apparent that there were neither sufficient studies
nor sufficient findings to answer this question and so the review was amended to include studies
that demonstrated how strengths use was linked to organisational outcomes. A secondary aim of
this review was to identify factors that might facilitate successful implementation of SBIs in
order to make recommendations, however, this was not possible due to the small number of
studies in the review.
Future Research
This review highlighted some areas for future research. Specifically, more evidence of
positive outcomes resulting from SBIs in organisations is required. Exploration of the interplay
between strengths knowledge and strengths use is required to plan and direct SBIs as
demonstrated by several of the studies (Dubreuil et al., 2016; Page & Vella-Brodrick, 2013; van
Woerkom & Meyers, 2019). Another important issue arising from this review and requiring
further research is the sustainability of positive outcomes resulting from SBIs. Future research
could examine how positive results can be extended to last for longer than six months. Finally,
future research could examine further how SBIs interact with individual employee autonomy and
organisational context to facilitate rather than hinder employee wellbeing (c.f.Page & VellaBrodrick, 2013).
Summary
Despite the growing attention on strengths in organisations, few articles in the strengths
literature empirically examine SBIs in organisations (n = 9). The low number of studies was
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somewhat surprising because claims are made in both the peer-reviewed and grey literature (i.e.,
proprietary journals) that there is substantial evidence for the effectiveness of SBIs in changing
behaviour (Hodges & Asplund, 2010; Kaiser & Overfield, 2011). However, often these claims
are based on non-empirical findings or are asserted with little reliable data (e.g., Brim, 2007,
2008; Robison, 2003).
This review shows that the quality and strength of empirical evidence supporting the
effectiveness of SBI is limited. When recommending interventions to individuals or
organisations, practitioners need to ensure that the content and design of the SBIs are aligned
with the desired outcomes, and that the outcomes are empirically supported (McFall, 1991). The
lack of empirical research examining the effectiveness of SBIs clearly indicates that more
research is required in this field. Further, different organisational contexts may impact the
relationship between SBIs and desired outcomes. For example, the differing results across
studies may be impacted by different organisational climates, different organisational policies
and procedures, or different leadership behaviours (MacKie, 2014). An examination of the
different contexts in which SBIs might be implemented has important implications for their
effectiveness and constitutes a gap in the literature which the current thesis aims to contribute to.
This thesis now turns to an examination of how organisational context and leadership behaviours
might influence the application of strengths in organisations.
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CHAPTER 5: STRENGTHS AND ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXT

Introduction
It can be argued that many organisations do not provide the required conditions to facilitate
strengths knowledge and use, and little is known about the aspects of organisational context that
might facilitate strengths knowledge and use. This chapter explores two aspects of organisational
context and how they might influence these variables. It is worth restating that whilst
organisational context can be measured in several ways, the use of archival data in this thesis
placed a constraint on the selection of measures. In this case, context was measured according to
two measures that were already embedded in that archival data. The first of these was a distal
measure, Voice Climate Survey. The concepts of organisational culture and organisational
climate and the concepts of global and specific organisation climate are discussed further below.
Second, the proximal aspects were examined, within the framework of Self-Determination
Theory (SDT) and basic psychological need support (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Each of these aspects
of organisational context is discussed in more detail and their relevance for strengths applications
in the workplace presented. This thesis contributes to the literature by examining the impact of
organisational context on strengths-based interventions (SBIs) and argues that organisational
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context has an important influence on how SBIs should be deployed in organisations. The
chapter concludes with a presentation of the hypotheses for the forthcoming study.
Organisational Context
Generally, in the field of organisational behaviour, little attention has been paid to how the
organisational context affects specific areas of individual and group behaviour (Porter &
McLaughlin, 2006), and the same can be argued of the impact of organisational context on
strengths applications in the workplace (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Littman-Ovadia & Steger,
2010; Miglianico et al., 2019). As a term, organisational context is widely used but imprecisely
defined (Mowday & Sutton, 1993), although some definitions have been attempted in the
literature. Semmer and Tschan (2020) define organisational context as the sources of influence
that emanate from the larger organisational system. An organisation’s context refers to a range of
structural, cultural and interpersonal characteristics at many levels (Yamada et al., 2017),
however not to “elements pertaining strictly to the individual such as personality traits, gender,
intentions and attitudes” (Porter & McLaughlin, 2006, p. 561). Johns (2006) defines
organisational context as the “situational opportunities and constraints that affect the occurrence
and meaning of organisational behaviour as well as functional relationships between variables”
(p. 386).
In an early review of organisational context, Mowday and Sutton (1993) identify two
aspects of context that are relevant here. The first is the extent to which organisational context
presents opportunities and constraints to individual behaviour beyond individual characteristics
such as motives (Mowday & Sutton, 1993). This aspect is pertinent because this thesis argues
that organisational context provides the opportunity or constraint which allows the individual
characteristic of strengths knowledge either to develop into strengths use or to be thwarted. The
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second aspect of organisational context identified by Mowday and Sutton (1993) relates to
whether it is a distal or proximate influence on an employee, a characteristic defined by
dimensions of distance and time. A distal influence is one which is further away and separate
from the employee, whereas a more proximate influence will be closer to the employee. Thus,
organisational policies, which remain to be actioned or accessed may be considered a distal
influence on an employee, whereas the behaviours of a manager with whom an employee
frequently interacts may be considered a proximate influence (Mowday & Sutton, 1993).
This section explores two constructs (one distal and one proximal) to determine the
contribution each makes to the facilitation of strengths knowledge or strengths use. Two
constructs that represent the distal organisational context are organisational culture (Ostroff et
al., 2003) and organisational climate (Bakker & van Woerkom, 2018; Langford, 2009) and these
constructs are discussed below with relevance to their impact on strengths knowledge and
strengths use. While a range of other constructs in organisational psychology can be found to
reflect the proximal organisational context, this study focuses on a key one, manager behaviours.
Manager behaviours and practices, such as the extent to which managers create an environment
where basic needs are satisfied and not thwarted (Baard et al., 2004), reflect the more proximal
social context, which might also influence an employee’s cognitions, affect and behaviours
(Sharma, 2018).
Researchers have long argued that aspects of organisational behaviour, such as leadership,
are embedded within, and socially constructed from, context. While context can both facilitate
and impede individual behaviours (Cappelli & Sherer, 1991; Mowday & Sutton, 1993; Osborn et
al., 2002; Sharma, 2018), such behaviours can also reciprocally influence the context (Porter &
McLaughlin, 2006; Sharma, 2018). The impact of different leadership practices and manager121
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subordinate relationships on strengths application in the workplace has been singled out as
requiring attention by researchers (Bakker & van Woerkom, 2018; Els et al., 2016; Harzer &
Ruch, 2013), however, few studies have examined this area (e.g., Kong & Ho, 2016). In the next
sections, the distal constructs of organisational culture and organisational climate are further
expanded, and their proposed impact based on existing empirical literature on strengths
knowledge and strengths use is explored. This is followed by an examination of the proximal
construct of organisational context that is relevant to this thesis, basic psychological need
support, and how it is related to strengths knowledge and strengths use.
Distal Constructs of Context - Organisational Culture and Organisational Climate
Organisational culture is a broad term that describes the shared symbols, values, and belief
systems, that create the unique social and psychological environment of an organisation (Mats
Alvesson, 2011; Mark Alvesson, 2011; Pettigrew, 1979; Sackmann, 1991; Schein, 1985) and
subtly guide appropriate behaviour (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006). Organisational culture is a product
of various factors such as history, product, market, technology, strategy, type of employees,
management style and national culture (Needle, 2004), and it affects the various structures,
process and policies that in turn provide the context for climate perceptions (Ostroff et al., 2003;
Schneider et al., 2017). Organisational culture does not exist solely within an individual’s
thoughts but is a shared public expression between a group of people through their interactions
and material objects (Mark Alvesson, 2011), thus it comprises shared assumptions (Ashforth,
1985). In early research, organisational culture was typically measured qualitatively, and
considered by researchers to be separate from climate, although more recently researchers have
argued for the integration of culture and climate, such that they can be seen as different facets of
the same larger construct (Ostroff et al., 2013; Schneider et al., 2017).
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Organisational Climate
Organisational climate can be described as a subset of organisational culture (Ostroff et al.,
2003; Rousseau, 1990; Schein, 2004), although lately researchers have usefully integrated
organisational climate and culture, while also calling for their careful delineation and definition
(Ashkanasy et al., 2000; Schneider et al., 2017). Organisational climate is defined as employees’
summary perception of their experiences with their tangible work environment including
procedures, structures, policies, processes and events (Schneider et al., 2017; Schneider &
Snyder, 1975), interactions (Glick, 1985) and behavioural and attitudinal characteristics (Drexler,
1977; Moran & Volkwein, 1992). Organisational climate reflects the individual psychological
level, that is, an individual’s attitudes and perceptions of the workplace context (Schneider et al.,
2017). Therefore, organisational climate consists of shared perceptions, whereas organisational
culture comprises shared assumptions (Ashforth, 1985).
Organisational climate seeks to identify the environmental influences (psychological,
social, organisational and situational) that may influence an individual’s behaviour (Schneider,
1975; Schneider et al., 2017). It is the employees’ perception of how an organisation deals with
its members, and thus, climate is derived from internal factors primarily under managerial
influence (Ostroff et al., 2003; Ostroff & Schmitt, 1993; Wallace et al., 1999). Organisational
climate tends to be more immediate and more easily measured than culture (Ostroff et al., 2013).
Furthermore, organisational climate can more effectively track changes resulting from planned
interventions (Ostroff et al., 2013). For these reasons, organisational climate is used because it
constitutes a more immediate driver of immediate behaviour than culture (Gustafson et al., 2018)
and is thus a suitable alternative construct of organisational context.
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Constructs of Organisational Climate
Although the organisational climate construct has existed for several decades (Glick,
1985), several debates continue to occupy organisational climate scholars (Schneider et al.,
2017). One of the key debates that can be found in the organisational climate literature is
whether it is best to measure organisational climate specifically, to focus on multilevel
organisational processes or outcomes, or globally capturing employees’ perceptions of a range of
total organisational procedures and practices. Authors who support a specific climate approach
argue that the use of more specific climate constructs relate to the achievement of a particular
organisational outcome, for example, a climate for safety (Ghezzi et al., 2020; Neal et al., 2000),
customer service (Schneider et al., 1998) or the achievement of a particular organisational
process, for example, quality (Davidson, 2003), ethics (Grojean et al., 2004), innovation (Olsson
et al., 2019), diversity (Ziegert & Hanges, 2005) or strengths use (van Woerkom & Meyers,
2015). While, this approach to organisational climate measurement identifies specific factors,
and correspondingly, specific interventions to be implemented to enhance performance in
particular areas (Mark Alvesson, 2011; Schneider et al., 2017), it also creates a range of disparate
measures of climate that might be difficult to integrate and implement in an organisation
(Langford, 2009). One example of a measure of specific climate factors which fits this
description is perceived organisational support for strengths use (Keenan & Mostert, 2013).
Specific organisational climates for strengths - perceived organisational support for
strengths use. Researchers in the strengths field have sought to develop a construct that links
individual strengths knowledge and use specifically to the organisational context, where several
permutations of this construct have emerged. Based on the extensive perceived organisational
support literature (Eisenberger et al., 1986; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002), one of these specific
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climate constructs is perceived organisational support for strengths use (POSSU) defined as the
“extent to which employees perceive that their organisations support them to use their strengths
in the workplace” (Keenan & Mostert, 2013, p. 4). POSSU has been found to predict work
engagement (Stander et al., 2014). Its non-orthogonal opposite, perceived organisational support
for deficit correction (POSDC), is defined as the extent to which an organisation supports
employees to correct their deficits (van Woerkom, Mostert, et al., 2016). Both POSSU and
POSDC are related to supervisor support (van Woerkom, Mostert, et al., 2016), which suggests
that employees feel supported regardless of whether their strengths or deficits are being worked
on. Therefore, the usefulness of the POSSU construct in highlighting the features of strengths
climates is unclear.
Another construct that is strikingly similar to POSSU is strengths-based psychological
climate (van Woerkom & Meyers, 2015). Strengths-based psychological climate is defined as
“employee perceptions of the opportunities they get to identify, develop, and use their strengths”
(van Woerkom & Meyers, 2015, p. 81) and is associated with performance mediated by positive
affect. POSSU and SBPC are so similar as to be arguably the same construct however, to date,
no research has been conducted to test this assumption. Both use surveys based on the Strengths
Knowledge Scale and the Strengths Use Scale (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010; Wood et al., 2011).
Both POSSU and strengths-based psychological climate measure only one aspect of
organisational context, that is, specific support for strengths use. While it is unclear from the
literature why this group of researchers came up with two such similar constructs, these studies,
nevertheless, support the proposition that organisational context influences the likelihood that an
employee will become aware of and use their strengths. Although a specific climate construct for
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strengths has its place within the study of strengths, it does not provide useful information about
the general conditions under which strengths can be facilitated.
Manager behaviours that lead to an employee’s perceptions of support of their strengths
use are merely one aspect of the social context created by a manager, specifically, how a
manager supports strengths in employees. There are other manager behaviours, as well as
practices and processes that operate in an organisation and may impact the extent to which an
employee uses their strengths. Neither POSSU nor strengths-based psychological climate
examines the global organisational climate to determine which other aspects of organisational
climate will facilitate strengths knowledge and strengths use. Further, neither POSSU nor
strengths-based psychological climate examines the relationship between a supportive strengths
climate and other global climate factors, such as perceptions of human resources practices,
leadership practices, organisational purpose, customer service and other operational policies and
procedures. It is useful to consider which broader climate factors are likely to have an impact on
strengths knowledge and use as this thesis addresses that gap in the literature. Therefore, a global
approach to organisational climate is considered a better option for this thesis, as it provides
more valuable information to organisations regarding the general conditions under which
strengths knowledge and use can be facilitated.
Global Approaches to Organisational Climate. The global approach defines the
construct of organisational climate as a range of higher-order categories that reflect practices and
processes (Langford, 2009; Parker et al., 2003). Researchers called for a limited set of higherorder categories that enable the grouping of work practices; a multi-dimensional approach to the
measurement of global organisational climate (Guest, 1997; Huselid, 1995; Jones & James,
1979; Patterson et al., 2005; Ryder & Southey, 1990). For example, an early global approach
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contained six dimensions of climate: leadership facilitation and support; workgroup cooperation, friendliness and warmth; conflict and ambiguity; professional and organisational
esprit; job challenge, importance and variety; and mutual trust (Jones & James, 1979; Ryder &
Southey, 1990). According to Langford (2009), the compression of a wide variety of work
practices into higher-order systems provides a structure that advances research and
understanding of particular work practices and outcomes and provides a global measure for more
convenient administration and analysis. Mark Alvesson (2011) argues that a global approach
yields variable results because there is no clear conceptual connection between the climate and
the interventions required to improve the climate. However, in an earlier article, Langford (2009)
provided a strong argument to suggest that this occurred because initial so-called global
approaches included only human resource management practices and thus only captured this
single aspect of the organisational climate.
Building on the existing work of organisational climate researchers and other
organisational psychology constructs, Langford (2009) proposed a higher order seven factor
organisational climate construct. As shown in Figure 5.1, the seven higher order factors are
purpose, people, peace, participation, property, passion, and progress. In the organisational
climate tool, passion and progress are presented as outcomes of the five other factors, as well as
being measured in their own right. For the purposes of this study passion and progress are not
considered as outcomes but as individual factors. The seven factors are based on existing
organisational psychology constructs which will be described in the next chapter.
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Figure 5.1
The 7 Ps Model of Organisational Performance

Source: (Voice Project, n.d.)
Distal Constructs of Organisational Climate - The Seven Ps Model. Langford’s (2009)
7Ps model of organisational performance addresses key factors across a range of human resource
and management practices. The first factor of organisational climate is purpose and involves the
establishment, clarification, and communication of organisational direction (Langford, 2009). It
is related to previous research that establishes the definition of organisational vision as an
important organisational condition for success (Podsakoff et al., 1990). The people factor
describes the talent and quality of staff and the quality of workplace relationships with
colleagues. It is supported by the literature on teamwork (West et al., 1998) and workplace
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relationships (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003) that suggests the importance of supportive workplace
relationships for creating a positive organisational climate. The peace factor encompasses
employee wellbeing, emotional wellness at work, autonomy and flexibility. It is supported by
research in the area of work-life balance (Skinner & Pocock, 2008), stress and burnout
(Cartwright & Cooper, 1997; Cooper & Cartwright, 1997), autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2000) and
job crafting (Tims et al., 2013). The participation factor addresses processes such as staff
acquisition, involvement, recognition and development, which reflect the extent to which
employees believe the human resources systems support their career development and
progression. Support for this factor can be found in research examining high-involvement
organisations (Lawler III, 1986), as well as the extensive research of self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004), which posits the importance of autonomy in
facilitating intrinsic motivation. The next factor, property, refers to the provision and
management of resources, assets, facilities, processes, safety, technology and equipment
(Langford, 2009). Property relates most closely to employee empowerment through the
provision of resources to complete work tasks effectively (Spreitzer, 2008) and the importance of
effective resources and equipment for employee engagement (Amabile & Kramer, 2011). The
passion factor includes long-studied attitudinal aspects of employee engagement such as
organisational commitment (Mathieu et al., 2016), job satisfaction (Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller,
2012) and intention to quit (Langford, 2010; Mathieu et al., 2016). The progress factor addresses
employees’ perceptions of the organisation’s achievement of its defined objectives, its ability to
manage change and innovation effectively, and its success as measured by productivity and
customer satisfaction (Langford, 2009). This comprehensive model of global organisational
climate provides a richer analysis of the organisational context and enables a response to
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questions of which factors within organisations will facilitate strengths knowledge and strengths
use.
Organisational Climate, Strengths Knowledge and Strengths Use
As outlined in Chapter 3, the existing research indicates the existence of relationships
between certain organisational climate factors and strengths knowledge and strengths use. Both
strengths knowledge and strengths use in the workplace are related to reduced negative effects of
work stress (Harzer & Ruch, 2015), improved flourishing (Hone et al., 2015) and wellbeing
(Harzer et al., 2017). Therefore, based on these previous findings, this study hypothesises that
strengths knowledge and strengths use will be associated with the peace factor of organisational
climate, which measures employee wellbeing. The passion factor measures attitudinal
perceptions of employee engagement, and as seen in Chapter 3, strengths knowledge and use
have been associated with a range of constructs of employee engagement, including job
satisfaction (Harzer & Ruch, 2012, 2013; Heintz & Ruch, 2019; Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010;
Pang & Ruch, 2019), work engagement (Bakker et al., 2019; Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2017;
Minhas, 2010), organisational commitment and intention to stay (Gander et al., 2013; Hirschi &
Herrmann, 2013; Peterson et al., 2010) and employee engagement (Clifton & Harter, 2003; Rath,
2007). Further, individuals are more likely to leave an organisation if their expectations are not
met (Cotton & Tuttle, 1986). Such expectations may include interest in the job, quality of
manager, opportunities to learn and grow and an expectation of engagement (Harter &
Blacksmith, 2010). An increased focus on strengths knowledge and strengths use may meet such
employee expectations by enhancing intrinsic interest (Proyer, Ruch, et al., 2013), quality of
manager-subordinate relationships through strengths-spotting (Linley et al., 2007; Proyer, Ruch,
et al., 2013) and opportunities for self-awareness and growth (van Woerkom & Meyers, 2019),
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and thus, reduce turnover intentions (Gorjian, 2006). Furthermore, the extent to which the
environment meets these expectations may facilitate the translation of strengths knowledge to
strengths use.
There are also some indications that other climate factors may relate to strengths
knowledge and strengths use and this thesis argues that these variables will also be associated
with the other remaining climate factors of people, purpose, participation, progress, and property.
The people factor measures motivation and initiative, teamwork and recognition of peers’ talents
and skills. As both individual strengths knowledge and use are purported to be intrinsically
motivating (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010) and to support recognition of others’ strengths and
talents (McQuaid & Lawn, 2014), this study hypothesises that strengths will be associated with
the people factor. Similarly, it is argued that the purpose factor, which includes organisational
direction, a focus on results, mission and values, role clarity and diversity, will be associated
with strengths knowledge and strengths use. This proposition is supported by research which
suggests that strengths endorsement and an individual’s increased strengths use has been shown
to be associated with a sense of calling, that is, meaningful work aligned with an individual’s
values (Harzer & Ruch, 2012, 2015, 2016; Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2016; Littman-Ovadia &
Steger, 2010). Conversely, Page and Vella-Brodrick (2013) found that participants in a strengthsbased workplace wellbeing program experienced limitations in applying what they learnt at work
due to lack of role clarity and autonomy support. Strengths use has been shown to be a useful
intervention to build life satisfaction for those whose careers are low in meaning and purpose
(Allan & Duffy, 2014). Therefore, an association is predicted between organisational purpose
and both strengths knowledge and strengths use. In regards to strengths knowledge, the mixed
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nature of empirical findings requires further examination (e.g., Duan et al., 2018; LittmanOvadia & Lavy, 2016).
There has been much discussion in the literature for the potential for SBIs to impact staff
development processes such as leadership (MacKie, 2014), learning and development (Cooper &
Woods, 2017; Rigoni & Asplund, 2017), performance appraisal (Williams, 2010) and career
opportunities (Peterson et al., 2010), all of which are captured under the participation factor.
Based on these findings, it is expected that strengths knowledge and strengths use would be
associated with participation. Other facets of the participation factor such as involvement, and
rewards and recognition have not been examined regarding strengths applications and this study
contributes to the literature by exploring this relationship.
In relation to the progress factor which captures perceptions relating to the organisation’s
achievements, productivity and customer satisfaction, strengths use is associated with workplace
performance (van Woerkom, Mostert, et al., 2016), goal progress (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999), and
task performance (Harzer & Ruch, 2014), and strengths knowledge is associated with job
performance (Harzer et al., 2017). However, as discussed in Chapter 3, the evidence is not
conclusive (Dubreuil et al., 2016; Forest et al., 2012). The job demands/resources (J D/R) model
(Demerouti & Bakker, 2011) posits that individual strengths might act as a job resource enabling
employees to better cope with the demands of their jobs (Bakker & van Woerkom, 2018). Based
on this model and ensuing research, it is expected that the property factor, which comprises
resources, processes, safety and facilities will be associated with strengths knowledge and
strengths use.
Thus, based on the research findings described above, the first group of hypotheses
examined in the current study posit that the higher order factors of global organisational climate
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each will be associated with strengths knowledge and strengths use. A summary of all
hypotheses and sub-hypotheses is presented in Table 5.2.
H1: All positive organisational climate factors are associated with increased strengths
knowledge.
H2: All positive organisational climate factors are associated with increased strengths
use.
While strong correlations have been reported between strengths knowledge and strengths
use (Duan et al., 2018), the relationship between them is unclear and there are conflicting
conclusions regarding which construct contributes more to variances in outcomes. For example,
while Duan et al. (2018) concluded that strengths knowledge was a more significant predictor of
academic performance outcomes, a follow-up by the same researchers concluded that strengths
use partially mediated positive mental health outcomes, whereas strengths knowledge had no
impact (Duan et al., 2019). Therefore, this study potentially extends the strengths literature by
the inclusion of both constructs and the examination of the impact that organisational climate
might have on the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use. Arguably,
aspects of organisational climate impact whether an individual, who knows his/her strengths, is
enabled to use his/her strengths (Page & Vella-Brodrick, 2013), therefore Hypothesis 3 posits
that:
H3: Positive organisational climate factors will positively impact the relationship
between strengths knowledge and strengths use.
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Up to this point, this chapter has focused on the distal constructs of organisational context,
namely global organisational climate. In doing so, the previous section examined and rejected
organisational culture, and specific organisational climate constructs, as alternatives to global
organisational climate as an appropriate construct with which to examine how the organisational
context impact strengths knowledge and strengths use. This section now turns to proximal
constructs of organisational context, specifically self-determination theory and basic
psychological need support.
Proximal Constructs of Organisational Context – Self-Determination Theory
The second aspect of organisational context to be examined is a proximal construct of
organisational context, which is the context provided by leaders and managers through their
behaviour. Managers are vital in shaping employees’ job attitudes, cognitions and behaviours
(Avolio et al., 2009) and managers’ behaviours are likely to impact on employees’ strengths use
at work (Clifton & Harter, 2003). One way to consider this aspect of context is through the lens
of SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004), an empirically supported omnibus of
six mini-theories of human motivation. These six mini theories are presented in Table 5.1. Given
its focus on socio-cultural factors as determinants of optimal functioning, SDT provides a useful
framework within which to explore the impact of context on strengths use (Duan et al., 2019).
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Table 5.1
Six Mini Theories of Self-Determination Theory
Mini Theory

Proposition

Basic Needs Theory

Proposes that optimal functioning and wellbeing are based on the
satisfaction of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence,
and relatedness.

Cognitive Evaluation
Theory

Differentiates between different types of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation
and suggests that contextual events such as feedback or rewards affect
intrinsic motivation to the extent that they are experienced as supporting or
thwarting satisfaction of these basic needs (Ryan & Deci, 2002).

Organismic Integration
Theory

Assumes that individuals are inclined to integrate their ongoing experiences
along a continuum of motivation. Therefore, an individual can internalise
and integrate the values of extrinsically motivated behaviours (Ryan & Deci,
2002).

Causality Orientations
Theory

Describes three individual orientations of motivation. Autonomy orientation
is influenced by one’s interests and self-endorsed values. Controlled
orientation is influenced by controls and directives of how one should
behave. Impersonal orientation results in ineffective and unintentional
behaviour (Ryan & Deci, 2002).

Relationships Motivation
Theory

Focuses on the importance of need satisfaction within close relationships,
and emphasises that high-quality relationships are those where individuals
both give and receive autonomy support (Deci & Ryan, 2014).

Goal Contents Theory

Proposes that the content of a goal can influence different outcomes based
on the extent to which those goals satisfy one’s basic psychological needs
(Gunnell et al., 2014).

Based on the above mini theories, SDT proposes three key principles that are of relevance
to this thesis, because they suggest mechanisms that may underpin an individual’s motivation to
use their strengths. First, SDT proposes that humans are proactive and have the potential to act
on and master both internal forces (their own drives and emotions), and external or
environmental forces (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). Second, that humans have an inherent
tendency toward growth, development and integrated functioning rather than being driven
merely by environmental or genetic causes (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004; Hodgins & Knee,
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2002). Third, although proactivity and optimal development are inherent, they do not occur
automatically; individuals require certain “nutriments” from their social environment to act
proactively and to develop effectively (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004, p. 24). If individuals are
denied these nourishing elements by a dysfunctional or controlling environment, there are
negative consequences for their growth and development (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). Further,
an individual’s perception of his/her social context will contribute to his/her perception that
his/her needs are being satisfied (Schultz et al., 2015). These principles suggest that individuals
may proactively seek to use their strengths and values because of inherent human tendencies for
growth and development and because their use is synonymous with intrinsic motivation.
Basic Psychological Need Support and the Three Basic Psychological Needs
The three nutriments required by individuals from their social context are three basic
psychological needs: autonomy; competence; and relatedness. Fulfilment of these three needs is
deemed a crucial condition for an individuals’ thriving by proponents of SDT (Deci & Ryan,
1985; Deci & Ryan, 2000) and an environment that supports fulfillment is deemed needsupportive. Unlike other human need theories, for example, McClelland (1965) who
distinguished between individual differences in need strengths, and Maslow (1943), who orders
needs in a hierarchy from physical needs for food and shelter to the need for self-actualisation,
SDT focuses on the ability to satisfy these needs within social environments (Gagné & Deci,
2005). All three basic psychological needs are considered essential for optimal human
functioning and managers play a critical role in the creation of an need-supportive environment
(Baard, 2002). Organismic integration in SDT predicts that in environments where individuals’
basic needs are satisfied, individuals will autonomously regulate themselves and approach
intrinsic motivation. For example, school leaders’ need-supportive behaviours impact teachers’
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motivation and wellbeing (Eyal & Roth, 2011), resulting in reduced stress and burnout (Branand
& Nakamura, 2017). Outlined below are the three basic psychological needs and their
hypothesised relationships to strengths use.
Autonomy. The need for autonomy is defined as an inherent desire to act with a sense of
choice and volition from personal interest and with a sense of psychological freedom (Deci &
Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2002). When individuals act autonomously, they feel their behaviour
is a true expression of their self and their values (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Values are the enduring
beliefs (Niemiec, 2014) that shape a person’s attitudes, emotions, and behaviours (Feather, 1995)
over a variety of situations over time (Kasser, 2002) and are closely related to strengths (Hayes,
2004). SDT suggests that individuals grow by engaging in activities that are intrinsically
motivating and valued by them (Kasser, 2002). Similarly, strengths identification and use are
aligned with intrinsic interests and values, and with the expression of authenticity (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004), and therefore strengths identification and use represent the opportunity to enact
one’s values and fulfil the basic psychological need of autonomy.
As discussed in Chapter 2, there are different approaches to strengths use (i.e., identifyand-use and strengths balance), which may result in different basic psychological need support
outcomes, for example, in research that compares a strengths balance approach with an identifyand-use focus on signature strengths. Young et al. (2015) found that the strengths balance
approach predicted life satisfaction, and satisfaction of the basic needs of relatedness and
competence, but not autonomy. This suggests that a strengths balance approach may thwart the
need for autonomy when compared with a focus on an individual’s existing strengths. It also
suggests that an individual, who is required to develop a strengths balance approach in order to
progress towards extrinsic goals set by others, may do so at the expense of his/her own preferred
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values, strengths, and intrinsic goals. Thus, the requirement to adopt a strengths balance
approach may represent a controlling environment, antithetical to self-determination. However, a
strengths balance approach may be required by an employee’s organisation in order to meet
operational requirements and demonstrates the extent to which the organisational context may
impact on strengths use. Differing organisational requirements also will have an impact on the
most effective type of SBI to be employed, that is, a strengths balance approach, or a signature
strengths approach.
Relatedness. Relatedness refers to having a sense of belonging, to feeling connected with
other people, to express oneself with other people authentically (Ryan & Deci, 2002) and to
express personal concerns and joys (Van Den Broeck et al., 2008). Research suggests that the
need for relatedness may be satisfied through strengths identification and use. Strengths
identification is associated with greater authenticity (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) and both
strengths identification and the adoption of a strengths balanced approach predict fulfilment of
the relatedness and competence needs (Young et al., 2015). Strengths use is hypothesised to
increase fulfilment of the basic need of relatedness because the identification and use of one’s
own strengths may result in an appreciation for others’ unique talents and a better understanding
of, and tolerance for diversity (McQuaid & Lawn, 2014). However, this has not been empirically
tested. People oriented towards intrinsic goals and values have richer and better relationships
with friends and romantic partners than those oriented towards extrinsic goals and values (Kasser
& Ryan, 2001). This argument may be extended to strengths use as values enactment (Peterson
& Seligman, 2004). It is possible that people who use their strengths also have richer
relationships than those who do not use their strengths because they have greater self-awareness,
act more authentically, and thereby, their need for relatedness is fulfilled. To date, there is little
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research to examine this proposition. However, the current study examines the relationship
between strengths knowledge and strengths use and the three basic psychological needs, and thus
contributes to the literature in this area.
Competence. The need for competence refers to the urge to have an effect on and master
one’s environment (Elliot et al., 2002). Fulfilment of this need produces feelings of self-efficacy
(Elliot et al., 2002), social effectiveness (Ryan & Deci, 2002) and opportunities to use and
express an individual’s unique capacities (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Such outcomes can also be
linked with increased strengths use; individuals who use their unique capacities to complete
activities that they enjoy, are good at, and are energised by, are more likely to feel greater
mastery (Rath, 2007), intrinsic motivation (Peterson et al., 2010) and self-efficacy (MartínezMartí & Ruch, 2017a).
While the environment may provide individuals with opportunities for optimal challenge
(Elliot et al., 2002), values direct individuals to select the experiences and behaviours that are
conducive to fulfilment of their psychological needs and growth (Kasser, 2002). This proposition
may extend to strengths: individuals who select strengths-based activities may be more likely to
fulfil their psychological needs, as evidenced by research which examines self-concordant goals,
that is goals that are consistent with a person’s interests and values (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999).
Linley, Nielsen, et al. (2010) found that strengths use led to progress towards self-concordant
goals, which in turn, led to both greater need satisfaction and wellbeing. Further examination of
the relationship between strengths knowledge and use and individual need satisfaction would be
valuable.
While there is limited research to suggest that strengths use may satisfy the three basic
psychological needs, the reverse, that is, the extent to which an organisational context which
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satisfies these needs promotes strengths identification and use, is also worthy of examination. A
study by Kong and Ho (2016) suggests that need-supportive leadership promotes employees’
strengths use. There is little research that examines the impact of need-supportive environments
on strengths identification. This thesis proposes that individuals in such an environment will be
more likely to have higher strengths knowledge because they may be encouraged to select
activities that meet their three basic psychological needs and thus may seek activities that are
more authentically aligned to their strengths. Strengths identification is associated with greater
authenticity but the causality of this relationship has not been determined (Peterson & Seligman,
2004). Strengths identification predicts satisfaction of the relatedness and competence needs
(Young et al., 2015). Furthermore, inclusion of this hypothesis in this study contributes to an
examination of the conceptual distinction between strengths knowledge and strengths use.
H4: Basic psychological need support is positively associated with higher strengths
knowledge.
To date, there are few empirical studies which examine the association between
organisational context and strengths use despite the identified relevance of context for enabling
more effective strengths use and interventions. As described above, an important aspect of need
satisfaction is the interaction between an individual and his or her social context. Similarly, being
able to use one’s strengths may depend on the social context and, therefore, need-supportive
manager behaviours and the extent to which a manager provides basic psychological need
support is expected to be an important determinant for strengths use (Kong & Ho, 2016).
H5: Basic psychological need support is positively associated with higher strengths use.
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This thesis argues that basic psychological need support may also mediate the relationship
between strengths knowledge and strengths use. That is, if an individual works in a needsupportive environment that supports fulfilment of the three basic needs, he/she will be more
likely to use their strengths, if he/she knows them, than if he/she works in an environment that is
less need-supportive. As discussed in Chapter 2, strengths theorists assume that strengths
knowledge precedes strengths use and Govindji and Linley (2007) suggest that individuals who
know their strengths will use their strengths. However, subsequent research has indicated that
this might not necessarily be the case (e.g., Dubreuil et al., 2016). Neither assumption has been
empirically tested and both assume a high degree of individual responsibility without considering
the context, which can have an important influence on an individual’s capacity to use strengths.
H6: Basic psychological need support impacts the relationship between strengths
knowledge and strengths use.
SDT suggests that both strengths knowledge and strengths use can satisfy the basic needs
of individuals (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Furthermore, based on previous research findings by Kong
and Ho (2016), which examined the impact of leadership behaviours on employees’ strengths
use, it is predicted that basic psychological need support will predict strengths use to a greater
extent than does organisational climate.
Contradictory findings warrant further investigation of the relationship between strengths
knowledge and strengths use and the extent to which contextual factors will influence these
constructs. For example, Dubreuil et al. (2016) found that an intervention program had no impact
on participants’ strengths knowledge despite resulting in an increase in daily strengths use.
Therefore, the final hypothesis in this study examines the extent to which basic psychological
need support might predict strengths use more strongly than does organisational climate. The
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hypotheses examined in this thesis are diagrammatically represented in Figure 5.2. The
correlation between strengths knowledge and strengths use is assumed based on prior research
(Duan et al., 2018; Govindji & Linley, 2007) and therefore no hypothesis is presented.
H7: Basic psychological need support will predict strengths use, more strongly than
organisational climate.

Figure 5.2
Conceptual Model of Study Hypotheses.
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Summary of Hypotheses
Table 5.2 presents a summary of the hypotheses examine in the following study.
Table 5.2
Summary of Hypotheses Examined in Study
Stated Hypotheses
H1: All positive organisational climate factors will be associated with increased strengths knowledge.
H1A: The peace climate factor will be positively associated with strengths knowledge.
H1B: The passion climate factor will be positively associated with strengths knowledge.
H1C: The people climate factor will be positively associated with strengths knowledge.
H1D: The purpose climate factor will be positively associated with strengths knowledge.
H1E: The participation climate factor will be positively associated with strengths knowledge.
H1F: The progress climate factor will be positively associated with strengths knowledge.
H1G: The property climate factor will be positively associated with strengths knowledge.
H2: All positive organisational climate factors will be associated with increased strengths use.
H2A: The peace climate factor will be positively associated with strengths use.
H2B: The passion climate factor will be positively associated with strengths use.
H2C: The people climate factor will be positively associated with strengths use.
H2D: The purpose climate factor will be positively associated with strengths use.
H2E: The participation climate factor will be positively associated with strengths use.
H2F: The progress climate factor will be positively associated with strengths use.
H2G: The property climate factor will be positively associated with strengths use.
H3: Positive organisational climate factors will impact the relationship between strengths knowledge
and strengths use.
H3A: The peace climate factor will impact the relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use.
H3B: The passion climate factor will impact the relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use.
H3C: The people climate factor will impact the relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use.
H3D: The purpose climate factor will impact the relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use.
H3E: The participation climate factor will impact the relationship between strengths knowledge
and strengths use.
H3F: The progress climate factor will impact the relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use.
H3G: The property climate factor will impact the relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use.
H4: Overall basic psychological need support will be positively associated with higher strengths
knowledge.
H5: Overall basic psychological need support will be positively associated with higher strengths use.
H6: Overall basic psychological need support will impact the relationship between strengths knowledge
and strengths use.
H7: Overall basic psychological need support will predict strengths use, more than organisational
climate, or its individual factors.
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Summary
This chapter presented arguments for the use of global organisational climate and basic
psychological need support as the distal and proximate constructs to measure organisational
context in the study that is reported in the next chapter. Global organisational climate is an
appropriate distal construct to use in this study because it measures a range of organisational
factors and processes that are not captured by specific organisational climate measures. It also
provides valuable information about the organisational conditions conducive to enhancing
strengths applications. Basic psychological need support was selected as the proximate measure
of organisational context as the impact of leadership behaviours on employee attitudes and
behaviours is well supported by existing research (Sharma, 2018). Figure 5.2 represents the set
of hypotheses derived from these arguments in a conceptual model and outlines how these two
constructs are predicted to impact strengths knowledge and strengths use. The stated hypotheses
are summarised below in Table 5.2. The next chapter reports the study that was conducted,
which examines the extent to which organisational climate and basic psychological need support
facilitate strengths knowledge and use and examines the impact of organisational climate and
basic psychological need support on the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths
use.
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CHAPTER 6: METHOD – EXAMINING THE IMPACT OF ORGANISATIONAL
CLIMATE ON THE STRENGTHS KNOWLEDGE AND STRENGTHS USE OF
SCHOOL TEACHERS AND STAFF.

Introduction
Very few studies in the strengths literature have examined the impact of context on
strengths use and strengths knowledge in organisations. This chapter reports the methods,
participants, and design of a study undertaken to examine how strengths use and strengths
knowledge are impacted by context, namely organisational climate and basic psychological need
support. Recommendations in the literature to endorse the implementation of strengths in
organisations are frequently based on case studies (e.g., Connelly, 2002) or position papers (e.g.,
Linley & Harrington, 2006a). As highlighted in Chapter 4, there are still considerable gaps in
empirical research regarding strengths interventions in organisations. The complex context
within which SBIs are implemented needs to be considered empirically to drive sustainability of
the field and develop a more sophisticated understanding of implementation decision-making
(Kern et al., 2019). This chapter explains the background and context of the study and provides a
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justification for the quantitative study design and variables that were used to examine the impact
of organisational context on strengths knowledge and strengths use.
The Research Context
This study took place in a large, private boys secondary school located in Sydney,
Australia. The school employs approximately 360 academic and general staff, who cater for
approximately 1,860 senior and 700 preparatory school students. For three years from 2011 to
2013, in conjunction with a consulting psychology firm, the school implemented a range of
positive psychology programs which aimed to (a) assist students with learning to improve
personal wellbeing, (b) assist staff to improve wellbeing at work, and (c) improve the wellbeing
of the entire school community. The program comprised a multifaceted and multi-tiered
collection of interventions and an organisational change process, based on positive psychology,
positive education and positive organisational practices (Oades, 2015) (see Zolezzi, 2017, for a
full description of the program).
As part of the overall intervention, staff and students completed a range of different
measures related to wellbeing. However, only a portion of the data collected during the overall
program has relevance to this thesis. Furthermore, the data collected are all cross-sectional.
Research Design
Despite the large support for strengths in the workplace, more rigorous empirical research
is required to examine their antecedents and outcomes in organisations (Wright & Goldstein,
2007) and to ensure the sustainability and maturation of the field (Kern et al., 2019). A large
amount of the strengths research comprises qualitative studies, studies with small sample sizes
(e.g., Elston & Boniwell, 2011), descriptive case studies (Smedley, 2007; Stefanyszyn, 2008) or
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studies that report loosely defined SBAs (e.g., Connelly, 2002). Therefore, in this study, a
quantitative design was employed to empirically examine the hypotheses and to contribute to the
existing scientific literature regarding strengths.
Survey methodology was deemed an appropriate approach for several reasons. First, the
key variables used in this study have been researched using survey methodology, which has
resulted in the development of valid and easy to administer tools. Second, as the variables
studied comprise of individual perceptions, an individually administered survey methodology
was considered appropriate. Third, survey methodology allows for the observation and
assessment of a wide range of factors (Wolf et al., 2016). As the impact of organisational climate
on strengths knowledge and use has not been extensively examined in the literature, it is useful
to adopt an approach that allows the exploration of a number of climate factors to ascertain their
relationship with strengths knowledge and use. Fourth, survey methodology allows for the
collection of sensitive information that respondents may not want to share openly (Gerty, 2008),
especially in workplace settings. Fifth, survey methodology allows the gathering of a large
amount of data in a cost-effective, convenient and accessible manner (De Leeuw et al., 2008),
providing a flexibility of delivery that was advantageous given the complex timetabling inherent
in a busy school.
Initial and ongoing access to meaningful and relevant data is a common challenge and
consideration for researchers in organisational and school settings (Riaz, 2013). Therefore, the
assurance of data access in the current project was a major factor in the decision to use this
dataset. The current study used data collected as part of the overall program of positive
psychology interventions implemented in the school. The three-year program was strongly
supported by the head master and senior executive team level, an important consideration in
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organisational research (Stake, 1995). As part of the evaluation, staff completed a battery of
wellbeing-related and organisational climate surveys, as well as demographic information such
as age, gender, staff position, and tenure. Only measures that are relevant to the hypotheses
proposed in this thesis are reported in this study. Staff consented to the use of their data for both
evaluation and research purposes. Data for the entire program were collected at five time points
throughout the three-year period (see Figure 6). The first set of measures taken at Time 1
occurred at the beginning of the project, and to a large extent, the research design employed by
this study was determined by the pre-existing aims of the project.
Procedure
Participants
Workers in school settings face similar issues and are influenced by the same factors and
processes as those in other workplaces (Parkes, 2016). For example, constructs such as employee
wellbeing (Kern et al., 2014), stress (Kwakman, 2001), and autonomy (Pearson and Moomaw,
2005, Porter, 1989) can be influenced and analysed in schools, just as in other workplaces, to
improve individual and performance outcomes (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Branand & Nakamura,
2017). Therefore, participation in this research was open to all staff. It should be noted that
participants were recruited progressively across the three years of the program (at five separate
testing occasions), but each participant only completed the packet of research measues once, at
the time of their recruitment. This packet included the self-report measures outlineed below,
along with demographic questions related to gender, age, position, and tenure. The final sample
included 296 staff.
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Ethics
The consent form and participant information sheet are included in Appendix C. Ethical
approval for all data collection was obtained from a university human research ethics committee
and from the school executive (HREC Approval No: HE14/178; see Appendix C). Participants
did not receive any incentive or remuneration for taking part in the study. They were advised that
their participation was anonymous and that withdrawal from the study would not negatively
impact them in any way. Access to the data was limited to the researchers only and the
consultant psychologists and executive staff at the school had no access to the data, or any vested
interest in its reporting.
Measures Used in the Study
The focus of this study was the impact of organisational context defined as organisational
climate and basic psychological need support on an individual’s knowledge and use of strengths.
Therefore, in order to test the hypotheses outlined in Chapter 5, it was necessary to measure the
extent to which individuals knew and/or used their strengths. Although participants did undergo
strengths assessment and training using the VIA-IS survey (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), the
result of individually identified strengths was of less relevance to the hypotheses than the extent
to which individuals perceived that they knew or used their strengths. Thus, individual strengths
profiles were not reported, instead the study focused on measures of strengths use and strengths
knowledge using the Strengths Use Scale and Strengths Knowledge Scale . The current study
examined the extent to which organisational context impacts on the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use, and thus it was necessary to measure both constructs.
While there are other scales that measure the application of strengths, for example, the
Applicability of Character Strengths Rating Scales (ACS-RS) (Harzer & Ruch, 2013), they do
149

IMPACT OF ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE ON PSYCHOLOGICAL STRENGTHS
not measure strengths knowledge and strengths use separately, and therefore limit the extent to
which these constructs can be uniquely examined. The Voice Climate Scale was used to measure
global organisational context. The Work Climate Questionnaire was used to measure basic
psychological need support. These measures are briefly described further below and the full
battery of measures with listed items is provided in Appendix D. The Cronbach alpha scores
measuring internal consistency for each variable used in the study appear in Table 6.1.
Table 6.1
Cronbach Alpha Scores for each Measure and Sub-Scales of VCS in the Current Sample.
Measure

No. Items

Cronbach’s alpha

SKS

8

.87

SUS

14

.94

VCS Purpose

19

.91

VCS Property

16

.89

VCS Participation

30

.95

VCS People

9

.89

VCS Peace

11

.87

VCS Progress

10

.83

VCS Passion

10

.87

Basic psychological
need support (ASMB)

15

.97

Strengths Knowledge Scale (SKS). The SKS (Govindji & Linley, 2007) comprises eight
self-reported items and measures a person’s self-awareness of his/her own strengths on a sevenpoint Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The SKS survey uniquely
differentiates strengths knowledge from strengths use which allows for their separate analysis in
the current study. Questions in the SKS include: “I am aware of my strengths” and “I know the
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things I do best”. A higher score denotes greater self-awareness of an individual’s strengths. The
principal component analysis of the eight items showed that they load between .50 and .74
(Govindji & Linley, 2007). Cronbach’s alpha scores of internal factor consistency for SKS in the
current sample were .87.
Strengths Use Scale (SUS). The extent to which employees believe that they use their
strengths is the dependent variable in this study. The SUS measures this (Govindji & Linley,
2007) and comprises 14 items that ask a respondent to indicate how often they perceive that they
use their strengths on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). All
questions are positively stated and include statements such as: “I use my strengths every day”
and “My work gives me lots of opportunities to use my strengths”. A higher score indicates more
frequent use of strengths. The Cronbach’s alpha score of internal factor consistency for SUS in
the current sample was .94, indicating good reliability. As demonstrated in several studies (Duan
et al., 2019; Duan et al., 2018; Wood et al., 2011), there is empirical value in measuring strengths
knowledge and strengths use as separate constructs to ascertain the impact of organisational
context on each. Like other scales that measure strengths use, for example Keenan and Mostert
(2013), the SUS assumes that respondents know their strengths and have sufficient selfawareness to notice when they are using their strengths. Keenan and Mostert (2013) criticise the
SUS as not being sufficiently focused on the work context as a justification for the creation of
their own strengths use scale. However, the SUS has been used and validated in several studies,
including in the workplace (Duan et al., 2019; Duan et al., 2018; Wood et al., 2011), and thus
was selected for this study due to its reliability and validity. Like the SKS, the SUS differentiates
between the constructs of strengths use and strengths knowledge, thereby allowing for the
consideration of the hypotheses through separate analysis of these different aspects of strengths
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application, as discussed in Chapter 2. The principal component analysis of the 14 items by
(Govindji & Linley. 2007) showed that each item loaded at .52 to .79 onto a single ‘strengths
use’ factor thereby providing acceptable psychometric properties to differentiate the SUS from
the SKS.
Voice Climate Survey (VCS). As discussed in Chapter 5, use of global organisational
climate surveys allows organisations to diagnose and benchmark employee awareness of
organisational strategy, key risk areas and employee engagement. The VCS is one such global
organisational climate survey, which is widely used with staff in educational settings throughout
Australia (Parkes, 2016), hence its selection for the current study. The VCS examines employee
perceptions of a range of higher order workplace factors in seven key areas (Langford, 2009). It
comprises 105 items, measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). These items together cover seven higher order elements pertinent to organisational
climate: purpose, property, participation, people, progress, passion, and peace (Langford, 2009).
As shown in Table 6.2, each higher order element contains a number of constructs whose
validity and applicability are supported by existing organisational psychology research
examining the impact of various constructs on performance and engagement (Langford, 2009).
For example, an aspect of the purpose factor is underpinned by research on the impact of role
clarity on performance (Hall, 2008). The property factor is supported by research which
examines the impact of job resources and demands (Demerouti et al., 2001), in addition to
individual task progress (Amabile & Kramer, 2011) on employee engagement. The participation
factor is based on research that suggests the importance of a range of human resources practices
on organisational outcomes (Batt & Valcour, 2003; Huselid, 1995). Research which examines
the value of teamwork (Salas et al., 2000), positive relationships (Roffey, 2017), organisational
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citizenship behaviour (Mahembe & Engelbrecht, 2014) and motivation provides support for the
people factor. The progress factor is supported by research identifying the value of productivity
and organisational financial indicators (Amabile & Kramer, 2011; Edmans, 2012) on
engagement. The passion factor is supported by empirical research which examines the impact of
organisational commitment (Porter et al., 1974), intention to quit (Ghosh & Gurunathan, 2015),
and job satisfaction (Spector, 1997) on performance. Research which supports the value of
wellbeing in the workplace as a way of ensuring effective functioning and success supports the
validity of the peace factor (Page et al., 2017; Page & Vella-Brodrick, 2009). In summary, the
seven factors of the VCS are robustly supported by decades of research examining the
relationship between a variety of organisational practices and desired outcomes, such as
employee engagement, and individual and organisational performance. A higher score overall
and on each factor denotes a more positive perception of organisational climate by the
individual. Cronbach alpha scores for the VCS factors range from 0.83 – 0.95 in the current
sample and appear in Table 6.1 indicating acceptable internal consistency.
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Table 6.2
Overview of the Seven Dimensions of the Voice Climate Survey.
Name
Purpose – having a clear
direction, mission and values.

Higher Order Work Elements

Property – provision of
resources.

Participation – processes
around the acquisition,
involvement and development
of staff.

People – perceptions around
colleagues.
Peace – employee wellbeing.

Progress – practices that signify
that the organisation is
achieving its objectives
Passion – markers of employee
engagement.

Included constructs or areas

Sample items

•
•
•
•
•
•

Organisation direction
Results focus
Mission and values
Ethics
Role clarity
Diversity

•
•
•
•
•
•

I am aware of the values of this organisation.
High standards of performance are expected.
I believe in the values of this organisation.
This organisation is ethical.
During my day-to-day duties I understand how well I am doing.
Discrimination is prevented and discouraged.

•
•
•
•
•

Resources
Processes
Technology
Safety
Facilities

•
•
•
•
•

We can get additional resources when we need to.
In this organisation it is clear who has responsibility for what.
This organisation makes good use of technology.
We are given all necessary safety equipment and training.
The buildings, grounds and facilities I use are in good condition.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Leadership
Recruitment & selection
Cross-unit cooperation
Learning & development
Involvement
Rewards & recognition
Performance appraisal
Supervision
Career opportunities

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I have confidence in the ability of senior management.
This organisation is good at selecting the right people for the right jobs.
There is good communication across all sections of this organisation.
There is a commitment to ongoing training and development of staff.
I am encouraged to give feedback about things that concern me.
The rewards and recognition I received from this job are fair.
The way my performance is evaluated is fair.
My manager gives me help and support
Enough time and effort is spent on career planning.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Motivation & initiative
Talent
Teamwork
Work-life balance
Wellness
Flexibility
Organisation objectives
Change & innovation
Customer satisfaction

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

My co-workers take the initiative in solving problems.
My co-workers are productive in their jobs
My co-workers give me help and support.
I have a social life outside of work.
I feel emotionally well at work.
I have a say about my work conditions.
The future for this organisation is positive.
This organisation is innovative.
This organisation offers products and/or services that are high quality.

•
•
•

Organisational commitment
Job satisfaction
Intention to stay

•
•
•

I feel a sense of loyalty and commitment to this organisation.
My work gives me a sense of personal accomplishment.
I can see a future for me in this organisation.
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Work Climate Questionnaire (WCQ). The WCQ (Baard et al., 2004) is a 15-item scale
derived from Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000), which measures ASMB,
that is, employees’ perceptions of the extent to which their manager supports the fulfilment of
their three basic needs for autonomy, relatedness and competence. Basic needs satisfaction can
be measured directly (Deci et al., 2001), however, research has shown that it also can be
measured by the extent to which work climates are need-supportive (Schultz et al., 2015) through
a measure of autonomy-supportive manager behaviours (ASMB). Therefore, the WCQ is used to
measure basic psychological need support in a proximate work setting, that is the relationships
between managers and followers and managers’ ASMB, in addition to the more distal
organisational climate factors measured by the VCS. The WCQ uses a 7-point Likert scale (1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) and one item requires reverse coding. Higher average
scores denote a higher level of perceived basic psychological need support. Sample items include
“My manager listens to how I would like to do things” and “I feel that my manager cares about
me as a person”. Cronbach alpha scores for WCQ in the current sample were 0.97, indicating
high internal consistency.
Data Collection
As not all participants were recruited at the same time, data were collected progressively
across the three-year period of the intervention. However, regardless of when they were
recruited, all participants completed the research measures – once only – before having any
exposure to the positive psychology program. As such, the data are cross-sectional, despite being
collected at multiple time points. All staff at the school were invited to take part in the study via
an email in early 2011, which included the link to the survey using the website
www.SurveyMonkey.com. The final number of participants was n = 296.
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Data Analysis
Treatment of Missing Values
Missing values were calculated using the SPSS missing values function. That analysis
showed that there were low numbers of missing values across the data sample, with no
discernible pattern. As there was no discernible pattern or bias detected, missing values were
noted and excluded from each individual analysis by SPSS. The full missing values analysis
appears in Appendix E, Table E2.
Overview of Analyses Conducted
The data analysis program SPSS (version 24.0), widely used in psychological research,
was used to compute all statistics in the analyses. Descriptive statistics of the sample were first
calculated. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) (Table 7.3) was calculated to determine any
differences between the three staff position categories (teaching staff, management staff and
general staff). After this, cross-sectional correlations were calculated (Table 7.4) in order to
measure the relationships between the key variables of SUS, SKS, WCQ, and VCS factors and
thus test Hypotheses 1, 2, 4, and 5. Interaction effects (that is, moderation and mediation) were
analysed to test Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis 6. To test Hypothesis 7, hierarchical multiple
regression (HMR) was calculated to build a model to predict the dependent variable (SUS) from
the other variables. A summary of the analytical tests used in the forthcoming study are
presented in Table 6.3.
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Table 6.3
Summary of Analytical Tests Used
Analytical Test Used

Reason for Test

Hypotheses Tested

Descriptive statistics

Test for normality of sample and differences
between groups on some variables.

n/a

Spearman’s Rho

To determine if there is a relationship
between two ordinal variables.

H1, H2, H4, H5

Interaction effects

To determine the impact that organisational
climate factors and basic psychological need
support have on relationship between SK &
SU

H3 & H6

Hierarchical Multiple
Regression

Build a model to explain which variables
predict strengths use.

H7

Summary
This chapter outlined the rationale for the research design, the selection of analytical tests
and the selection of measures. An overview was provided of the procedure, participants,
measures, data preparation and data analysis to investigate the hypotheses proposed in this thesis.
In the next chapter, the results from the proposed analyses are presented, including the
participants’ demographics and descriptive results.
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CHAPTER 7: RESULTS

Introduction
This chapter presents the analyses and results from the current study that examined the
impact of organisational climate and basic psychological need support on strengths knowledge
and strengths use. First, the demographic statistics are presented, followed by the descriptive
statistics for the sample. As part of the descriptive statistics, a Mann-Whitney U test was
conducted to investigate differences between groups. Next, correlations among strengths use,
strengths knowledge, basic psychological need support and organisational climate were
investigated. After testing for and ensuring normality of the sample, hypothesis testing is
presented. Cross-sectional correlations were calculated to assess the relationships between the
key variables of strengths use, strengths knowledge, basic psychological need support, and
organisational climate factors (thus testing Hypotheses 1, 2, 4, and 5). Interaction effects, that is,
moderation and mediation effects, were analysed to test Hypotheses 3 and 6. Hierarchical
multiple regression (HMR) was calculated to build a model to predict the dependent variable
(strengths use) from strengths knowledge, basic psychological need support, organisational
climate, and thus test Hypothesis 7.
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Descriptive Statistics
Demographic Statistics
The sample comprised of 156 female staff members and 149 male staff members (51.1 and
48.9 per cent respectively, 1 unknown). The majority of staff members surveyed (82%) worked
in the Senior school (years 7 – 12), with the remainder working in the Prep school (years K – 6).
Twelve position categories were identified by respondents. The majority were teaching staff
(58.7%), grouped to include teachers (41.5%), year masters (5.4%), and heads of department
(11.8%), followed by administrative staff (19.8%). The full list of staff positions appears in
Table 7.1 along with the frequencies.
Table 7.1
Staff Position, Frequencies and Percentages
No.

%

Executive

14

4.7

Deans

3

1.0

Senior Academic Master

6

2.0

Heads of Department

35

11.8

Year Master

16

5.4

Teacher

123

41.5

Administrative Staff

57

19.3

Learning Support

15

5.1

Clinic

6

2.0

School Psychologist/Chaplain/Social Justice

9

3.1

Boarding

9

3.1

House Master

3

1.0

296

100

Staff Position

Total
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Descriptive Statistics
Means, standard deviations, upper and lower limits of the confidence interval, score
ranges, and skewness and kurtosis analytics appear in Table 7.2. Skewness and kurtosis z-scores
were calculated to determine distribution. Z-scores within the range of +/- 2.58 indicated a
normal distribution (Laerd, 2015). Skewness z-scores fall outside of this range indicating that
they are all negatively skewed, that is the distribution tends towards the higher end of the range
of scores. Similarly, for kurtosis, figures that fall between +2.58 and -2.58 indicate an acceptably
normal distribution (Laerd, 2015) for all but two variables. Strengths knowledge (8.89) and
strengths use (3.82) show positive kurtosis, which indicates a narrow and peaked distribution of
scores in this sample with scores clustered narrowly at the higher end of the range of scores.
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Table 7.2
Means, Standard Deviations, Lower and Upper Confidence Intervals, Ranges, Skewness, and Kurtosis Scores for Variables (n = 296).
Variable

Mean

SD

95% CI

LL

UL

Observed

Skewness

Skewness

Range

(SE)

z-scores

Kurtosis
(SE)

Kurtosis
z-scores

Purpose

3.81

.61

3.74

3.88

1.76 – 5.00

-.73 (.14)

-5.21

.36 (.28)

1.29

Property

3.71

.70

3.63

3.80

1.13 – 5.00

-.63

-4.50

.34

1.21

Participation

3.34

.81

3.25

3.43

1.03 – 5.00

-.35

-2.50

-.06

-0.21

People

4.01

.69

3.93

4.10

1.78 – 5.00

-.87

-6.21

.62

2.21

Peace

3.41

.77

3.32

3.50

1.00 – 5.00

-.47

-3.36

.17

0.61

Progress

3.82

.71

3.74

3.92

1.44 – 5.00

-.74

-5.29

.62

2.21

Passion

4.18

.69

4.10

4.26

1.56 – 5.00

-.79

-5.64

.20

0.71

Strengths Knowledge

46.65

5.96

45.97

47.33

18 – 56

-1.19

-8.50

2.49

8.89

Strengths Use

79.45

10.45

78.45

80.65

37 – 98

-.94

-6.71

1.07

3.82

ASMB

5.33

1.44

5.16

5.49

1.00 – 7.00

-1.03

-7.36

.33

1.18
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Organisational climate was measured in VCS with a 5-point Likert scale and the mean
scores are high, however, with scoring between 1.00 and 5.00. Basic psychological need
support, as measured by the WCQ measuring basic psychological need support is a 7-point
Likert scale. Strengths knowledge and strengths use were scored using a 7-point Likert scale.
Total scores were calculated as the sum of scores, not the means, so the sample means were
necessarily higher. Strengths knowledge was scored out of a possible total of 56, and
strengths use was scored out of a possible total of 98. Again, the ranges were wide, 18 to 56
for strengths knowledge and 37 to 98 for strengths use indicating a lot of difference between
individuals, as well as potential ceiling effects.
Testing Differences between Groups
As suggested by previous research findings (e.g., Peterson et al., 2010), different
occupational groups might endorse different strengths based on job-fit (Harzer et al., 2017)
and complementary or supplementary strengths (Peterson et al., 2010). Further, teachers are
more likely to endorse different strengths than other occupational groups (Chan, 2010). As
part of the descriptive statistics, group differences were analysed.
To analyse differences between occupational groups, participants were assigned into
three occupational groups, that included management, teachers and general staff. The
management group included the executive, deans, senior academic masters and heads of
department (n = 58) and comprised 19.6 %. The teacher group totalled 47% and included
teachers and year masters (n = 144, 139). The third group comprised general staff and
included all other occupations (n = 101, 99) 33.4 %. A one-way ANOVA was conducted to
determine if there was a significant difference between the three staff position groups on
strengths knowledge, strengths use and basic psychological need support. Group means were
compared across the position categories and no difference was found between the groups on
strengths knowledge, strengths use (p = .1), or ASMB (p = .74). There were significant
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differences found between staff category groups on all organisational climate factors except
for property.
Table 7.3
One-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) of Differences Between (B/W) and Within (W/I) Staff Groups
Variable
Strengths Knw.

Strengths Use

ASMB

Df

B/W groups

Sum of
Squares
166.53

2

Mean
Square
83.27

F

Sig.

2.39

.09

W/I groups

10,154.38

291

34.90

Total

10,320.92

293

B/W groups

505.66

2

252.83

2.31

.10

W/I groups

31,430.99

291

108.01

Total

31.936.64

293

B/W groups

1.29

2

.64

.31

.74

W/I groups

612.21

291

Total

613.5

293

B/W Groups

6.21

2

3.1

8.54

.00*

W/I Groups

105.81

291

.36

Total

112.02

293

B/W Groups

2.60

2

1.3

2.71

.07

W/I Groups

139.55

291

.48

Total

142.14

293

B/W Groups

14.84

2

7.42

12.02

.00*

W/I Groups

179.61

291

.62

Total

194.45

293

B/W Groups

6.11

2

3.06

6.70

.00*

W/I Groups

132.94

291

.46

Total

139.05

B/W Groups

21.13

2

10.56

20.23

.00*

W/I Groups

151.97

291

.52

Total

173.1

293

B/W Groups

11.33

2

5.66

12.20

.00*

W/I Groups

135.14

291

.46

Total

146.47

293

B/W Groups

5.67

2

2.83

6.06

.00*

W/I Groups

135.98

291

.47

Total

141.64

293

Org. Climate
Purpose

Property

Participation

People

Peace

Progress

Passion

(Staff categories are management n = 57, teaching n = 143, general staff n = 100.) * p < 0.01
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The differences across these three groups for all the factors of organisational climate
reflect different psychological perceptions of the organisation across the three groups. The
null hypothesis that all groups are equal was rejected, and Tukey’s honest significant
difference (HSD) post-hoc analysis was used to determine significant differences between
group pairings of means. For each of the seven climate factors there were significant
differences between some of the staff category groups and these are listed in Table 7.4 and
summarised here. The full Tukey’s HSD output appears in Appendix E, Table E1. This
analysis shows that there were significant differences between managers, teachers and
administrative staff members on several climate factors, such that in general, managers
perceived the organisational climate more favourably than did the other two groups.
Managers scored significantly higher for purpose than teachers but were not significantly
different from administrative staff. Managers scored significantly higher for property than
administrative staff but not from teachers. Managers scored significantly higher for
participation than both teachers and administrative staff, but there was no significant
difference between teachers and administrative staff. Teachers scored significantly higher
than administrative staff for people, but not higher than managers. Administrative staff
scored significantly higher for peace than managers, who were significantly higher than
teachers. Managers scored significantly higher for progress than both teachers and
administrative staff. Managers scored significantly higher for passion than both teachers and
administrative staff. Where no number appears, there was no significant difference for that
group.
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Table 7.4
Significant Differences in Group Means Based on Staff Category.
Variable Means
Staff Category

Purpose

Property

Participation

People

Peace

Progress

Passion

Management

4.36

3.89

3.79

-

3.43

4.19

4.46

4.00

-

3.26

4.14

3.17

3.67

4.1

-

3.61

3.16

3.82

3.75

3.8

4.11

(n = 58)
Teachers
(n = 144)
Administrative
(n = 101)
NB: Only significant differences between means are included above

In addition, a series of Mann-Whitney U tests was conducted to investigate the
differences between demographic groups, specifically for strengths use. This test was used
rather than an independent samples t-test because the variables are ordinal and the groups
were not randomly allocated (Laerd, 2015). The Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine
if there were differences in strengths use score between the following group categories: male
and female staff members, age, tenure, and employment at either the junior or senior school.
There were no significant differences between any of these groups on median strengths use
score. Distributions of the strengths use scores for all groups were assessed by visual
inspection to meet assumptions of similarity of distribution. Distributions of the strengths use
scores were similar for groups based on gender, age, and tenure, but not for junior or senior
school employment. The median strengths use score was not statistically significantly
different between males and females, U = 10, 910, z = -0.46, p = .964, using an exact
sampling distribution for U (Dineen & Blakesley, 1973). Median strengths use score was not
statistically significantly different between senior and junior school staff members, U =
6,327.5, z = -.199, p = .843.
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To examine differences in age, participants were grouped into those under 40 years and
those over 40 years. The median strengths use score was not statistically significantly
different between staff age groups, U = 10, 311, z = -.039, p = .969, using an exact sampling
distribution for U (Dineen & Blakesley, 1973). To examine differences based on tenure,
participants were grouped into those whose tenure was under four years and those whose
tenure was over four years. The median strengths use score was not statistically significantly
different between staff tenured at either over or under four years, U = 10, 701, z = -.213, p =
.831, using an exact sampling distribution for U (Dineen & Blakesley, 1973). In summary,
there were no significant differences in strengths use scores across the different groups based
on gender, age, tenure and level of school employment.
Hypothesis Testing
Correlations.
Hypotheses 1 and 4 explore the associations between organisational climate and
strengths knowledge, and basic psychological need support and strengths knowledge.
Hypotheses 2 and 5 explore the associations between organisational climate and strengths
use, and basic psychological need support and strengths use. These four hypotheses and each
of their sub-hypotheses were tested by analysing correlations. As the measures comprise
ordinal values, Spearman’s rank-order correlation was conducted to assess the relationships
between strengths use, strengths knowledge, basic psychological need support and the seven
organisational climate factors. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 7.4. Strengths
knowledge was positively significantly correlated with the seven organisational climate
factors (rs ranging from .21 to .39) (p < 0.01), in support of Hypothesis 1, and its seven subhypotheses. Strengths knowledge was not significantly correlated with basic psychological
need support (rs = .09). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was not supported. Strengths use was
positively and moderately correlated with all seven organisational climate factors of purpose
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(rs = .41), property (rs = .40), participation (rs = .40), people (rs = .29), peace (rs = .34),
progress (rs = .46) and passion (rs = .51) (p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 and its seven
sub-hypotheses were supported. In keeping with Kong and Ho’s (2016) earlier findings,
strengths use was also significantly correlated with basic psychological need support (p =
0.01, rs = .20), and therefore Hypothesis 5 was supported.
Table 7.5
Correlations between Strengths Use, Strengths Knowledge, Basic Psychological Need Support, and
Organisational Climate Factors.
Variable
1
1. Purpose
2. Property
.66**
3. Participation .71**
4. People
.37**
5. Peace
.43**
6. Progress
.73**
7. Passion
.65**
8. SKS
.29**
9. SUS
.44**
10. BSNP
.43**
**p < 0.01 level (2-tailed).

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

.69**
.33**
.39**
.66**
.53**
.30**
.40**
.38**

.36**
.43**
.72**
.61**
.27**
.40**
.53**

.11
.32**
.40**
.21**
.29**
.20**

.50**
.32**
.21**
.29**
.20**

.62**
.32**
.46**
.34**

.39**
.51**
.40**

.67**
.09

.20**

-

Strengths use was moderately positively correlated with strengths knowledge (rs = .67)
(p = 0.01), in support of previous research (Duan et al., 2019). Basic psychological need
support was correlated with all seven organisational climate factors of purpose (rs = .43),
property, (rs = .38), participation (rs = .53), people (rs = .20), peace (rs = .20), progress (rs =
.34) and passion (rs = .40) (p = 0.01).
Interaction effects.
In order to explore the complex influences of organisational context factors on the
relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use, interaction effects were
examined. Hypotheses 3 and 6 examined the impact that organisational climate or basic
psychological need support respectively have on the relationship between strengths
knowledge and strengths use. The SPSS add-on module PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) was used
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to conduct moderation and mediation analyses to test these hypotheses. The variable scores
for strengths use and organisational climate factors were re-categorised as low, medium, or
high to facilitate measurement of interaction effects. Moderation is defined as the impact of a
third variable, for example, basic psychological need support, influencing the size of the
causal effect of one variable (strengths knowledge) on another variable (strengths use)
(Hayes, 2013). Mediation is the mechanism through which one variable (e.g., strengths
knowledge) influences a second variable (e.g., strengths use) indirectly through a third
variable (e.g., purpose) (Hayes, 2013). Moderation and mediation may also be integrated into
more complex analytical procedures (Hayes, 2013), such as conditional process analysis, in
order to measure more complex interactions that may occur.
Moderation effect of organisational climate factors on the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use. Hypothesis 3 broadly addresses the interaction
effects of organisational climate factors on the relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use. The seven sub-hypotheses under Hypothesis 3 relate to each organisational
factor in turn. The hypothetical moderation effect of one organisational climate factor is
illustrated in Figure 7.1.
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Figure 7.1
Hypothesised Moderation Effect of Organisational Climate Factor on Relationship between Strengths
Knowledge and Strengths Use

Single
Organisational
Climate Factor

Strengths
Knowledge

Strengths
Use

All seven organisational climate factors were analysed for moderation effect on the
relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use. Only the climate factor of
purpose moderated the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use (b = 0.24, t [292] = -2.20, p = .03, LCI = -.45, UCI = -.02). That is, as purpose increased, the
relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use became weaker, and this effect
became more marked when other climate factors were controlled in the analysis. While this
interaction effect was significant, it was also quite small as can be seen demonstrated in
Figure 7.2.
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Figure 7.2
Slopes for Strengths Knowledge Predicting Strengths Use at Different Levels of Purpose

Mediation effect of organisational climate factors. In order to further test Hypothesis
3, a multiple mediation analysis was conducted, which examined the effect of organisational
climate on the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use. The interaction
analysis was simultaneous and therefore individual indirect effects were not reported. All
factors of organisational climate were included. Three organisational climate factors were
found to significantly partially mediate this relationship (F [9, 286] = 40.73) (R2 = .62).
These were peace (b = 1.74, t [286] = 2.49, p = .01, LLCI = .008, ULCI = .101), passion (b =
2.42, t [286] = 2.72, p = .007, LLCI = .028, ULCI = .171), and purpose (b = 2.99, t [286] =
2.11, p = .04, LLCI = .011, ULCI = .162). Therefore, Hypotheses 3A, 3B, and 3D, were
supported.
170

IMPACT OF ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE ON PSYCHOLOGICAL STRENGTHS
Figure 7.3
Organisational Climate Factors that Partially Mediate the Relationship between Strengths Knowledge
and Strengths Use.

Passion
R2 = .1*
.36*

2.42*

Peace
R2 = .03*
1.74*

.23*
Purpose
R2 = .04*
.22*
Strengths
Knowledge

2.99*
Strengths
Use

1.00*

Model summary R2 = .62*

The direct effect of strengths knowledge on strengths use was 1.00 (p < 0.01), with
mediator effects removed. The indirect effect of strengths knowledge on strengths use
partially mediated by passion was 2.42 (R2 = .1, p < 0.01), mediated by peace was 1.74 (R2 =
.03, p < 0.01), and mediated by purpose was 2.99 (R2 = .04, p < 0.05). The total model fit
was R2 = .62 (p < 0.01).
Moderation effect of basic psychological need support on the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use. Figure 7.4 shows the hypothesised statistical
diagram for the moderation effect of basic psychological need support on the relationship
between strengths knowledge and strengths use. There was no significant moderation effect
of basic psychological need support on the relationship between strengths knowledge (SKS)
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and strengths use (SUS) (b = -.041, t [292] = -. 855, p = .394), (F [3, 293] = 101.47, p = .37,
LLCI = -.13, ULCI = .05). Therefore, Hypothesis 6 was not supported by the data, indicating
that basic psychological need support had no effect on the size of the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use. This finding was unexpected based on prior research
(i.e., Kong & Ho, 2016). It was expected that if an employee knew their strengths, the extent
to which their manager satisfied their basic psychological needs would impact the likelihood
that they would be able to use their strengths.
Figure 7.4
Hypothesised Moderation Effect of Basic Psychological Need Support on the Relationship between
Strengths Knowledge and Strengths Use.

Need
Support

Strengths
Knowledge

Strengths
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Figure 7.5
Hypothesised Mediation Effect of Basic psychological need support on Relationship between
Strengths Knowledge and Strengths Use.
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Strengths
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Mediation effect of basic psychological need support on the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use. Figure 7.5 shows the hypothesised mediation effect
of basic psychological need support on the relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use. This relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use was expected
to be mediated by basic psychological need support. However, again unexpectedly, no
significant mediation effect of basic psychological need support on the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use (F (1,294) = 206.33) was found, and thus, Hypothesis
6 was not supported. The indirect effect of basic psychological need support on strengths use
was small (.02) and the confidence interval included zero, indicating non-significance (LLCI
= -.013, ULCI = .083). Some possible reasons for these unexpected findings are discussed in
the next chapter.
In addition to an examination of organisational climate factors, interaction effects on
the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use, the organisational climate
interaction effects on the relationship between basic psychological need support and strengths
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use were also examined. The correlation between basic psychological need support and
strengths use was significant, thereby allowing further consideration of a possible interaction
effect (r = .20, p < 0.01). The organisational climate factor of purpose was the only climate
factor found to significantly partially mediate the relationship between basic psychological
need support and strengths use (F (1, 295) = 17.81) (b = 2.96, LLCI = 2.0334, ULCI =
3.9968, p < .01). That is, process analysis demonstrated that basic psychological need
support had no significant direct impact on strengths use but it did have an indirect impact
partially mediated through purpose, as shown in Figure 7.6. This finding suggests that
managers who provide basic psychological need support to their employees, enhance their
employees’ perception of purpose, which indirectly impacts strengths use.
Figure 7.6
Mediation Effect of Purpose on Relationship Between Basic Psychological Need Support and
Strengths Use.

Purpose
8.99*

.33*
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Need Support
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The direct effect of basic psychological need support on strengths use was -1.23,
however, this finding was not significant. As Hypothesis 6 was not supported (contrary to
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expectations based on prior research in SDT), further conditional process analysis was
conducted to explore the relationship between basic psychological need support, and specific
aspects of organisational climate in order to detect and exclude further interaction effects.
Three organisational climate factors (purpose, peace, passion) were found to predict strengths
use but the more proximal factor of basic psychological need support did not predict
strengths use. To investigate these results further, a complex mediated moderation model was
analysed. This model is represented in Figure 7.7 below.
Figure 7.7
Conditional Process Analysis of Basic Psychological Need Support, Organisational Climate Factors,
Strengths Knowledge and Strengths Use.
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The three climate factors of purpose, passion, and peace each had a significant
mediation effect on the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use and were
further investigated using this model. The moderating effect of basic psychological need
support on the mediating variables of purpose, passion, and peace was examined in order to
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determine whether a more complex interaction effect was occurring. As per Hayes’ (2013)
instructions, the four factors were analysed simultaneously using PROCESS in SPSS. The
overall model was significant (R2 = .63, F [99, 286] = 44.85, p = .00). In addition to the
significant mediation interactions for purpose (b = 3.6, p < .01, LLCI – 1.3, ULCI =5.92),
peace (b = 1.63, p < .05, LLCI = .224, ULCI = 3.02) and passion (b = 2.63, p < .01, LLCI –
1.09, ULCI = 4.17), one other significant complex interaction effect was detected - that of
basic psychological need support and peace (b = 1.08, p = .01, LLCI = .21, ULCI = 1.95) (on
the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use). There was no impact of
basic psychological need support on the mediating variables of either purpose or passion.
However, basic psychological need support moderated the mediating relationship of peace
between strengths knowledge and strengths use, which indicates that basic psychological
need support had an impact on the extent to which peace mediated the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use. The extent to which an employee’s manager fulfilled
basic psychological need support impacted the extent to which employee wellbeing impacted
that employee’s capacity to translate strengths knowledge to strengths use.
In summary, these analyses demonstrate that the relationship between strengths
knowledge and strengths use is more strongly impacted by distal organisational climate
factors (purpose, peace, and passion) than by the more proximate factor of basic
psychological need support. Based on previous research regarding self-determination theory,
this is a surprising finding, and highlights the need for more examination of the impact of
organisational climate in strengths research.
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis
A hierarchical multiple regression (HMR) analysis was conducted to test Hypothesis 7.
The HMR was conducted to explore the relationship between the independent and dependent
variables, and to build a model to explain which variables predicted strengths use.
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Specifically, the HMR was conducted to predict the likelihood of strengths use from
strengths knowledge, basic psychological need support, and the seven organisational climate
factors. In the analysis, all assumptions required to conduct the HMR were met. Although,
Likert scales are typically considered ordinal, if treated as a continuous variable, that is,
entered into SPSS as such, they can still be included in HMR (Cohen et al., 2003) and thus
were treated this way in the current analysis.
Adjusted R2 for the constant (strengths knowledge) was significant (R2 = .47, p =
0.05). However, in Model 1, strengths knowledge did not significantly predict the variance in
strengths use. There was a significant change when basic psychological need support was
added to the regression (Model 2), (R2 = .51, p = 0.05). However, for Model 3, when the
organisational climate factors were added, basic psychological need support was no longer a
significant predictor (as seen in Table 7.5). The seven higher order factors of organisational
climate predicted further significant contribution to SUS (R2 = .62, p = 0.05) than did basic
psychological need support, and thus, Hypothesis 7 was not supported. As stated above, this
result is surprising and contrasts with expectations based on previous findings (i.e., Kong &
Ho, 2016), which suggest that the extent to which managers satisfy their employees’ basic
needs has an important influence on employees’ strengths use.
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Table 7.5
Summary of Regression Models Predicting Strengths Use from Context Factors
Strengths Use
Model 1
Variable

Β

Constant

23.21**

Strengths Knowledge

1.21

Model 2
β

Β

Model 3
β

16.98**

β

1.65**

1.18

.67

1.00

0.57

1.38**

.19

-0.29

-0.04

Purpose

2.99**

0.19

Property

-0.14

-0.01

Participation

-0.86

-0.07

People

0.94

0.06

Peace

1.74**

0.13

Progress

1.02

0.07

Passion

2.42**

0.16

Basic psychological
need support

.69

B

Org. Climate Factors

R2

0.47

0.51

0.62

F

263.89**

151.91**

51.30**

ΔR2

0.47

0.04

0.11

ΔF

263.89**

21.51**

11.58**

Note: N = 297, **p <.001

Summary
These results showed some surprising and interesting findings that indicate the extent to
which contextual factors need to be considered when implementing SBIs in organisations. A
summary of the results of hypothesis testing is provided in Table 7.6.
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Table 7.6
Summary of Analytical Tests Used and Hypotheses Confirmed
Analytical
Test Used
Descriptive
statistics

Reason Test Chosen

Hypotheses
Tested

Means, medians, standard deviations,
skewness, and kurtosis tested to determine
normality of sample.

Sample met
normality
assumptions.

Mann-Whitney U used to determine if there
any differences between groups on strengths
use scores.

No differences
found.

One-way ANOVA used to determine
differences between means based on staff
categories.
Spearman’s
Rho

Hypotheses
Confirmed

Used to determine if there is a relationship
between the ordinal variables of organisational
climate, basic psychological need support and
strengths knowledge or use.

No differences
found.
H1, H2, H4,
H5

H1 – supported
H2 – supported
H4 – not supported
H5 - supported

Conditional
Process
Analysis

Hierarchical
Multiple
Regression

Used to determine complexity of impact that
individual organisational climate factors and
basic psychological need support have on the
relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use.

H3 & H6

Used to build a model to explain which
variables predict strengths use.

H7

H3 - partially
supported (H3A,
H3B, H3D)
H6 – not supported

H7 not supported

Organisational climate factors were positively associated with strengths knowledge and
strengths use, supporting Hypotheses 1 and 2, and their sub-hypotheses. Basic psychological
need support was not associated with strengths knowledge, but it was associated with
strengths use, therefore Hypothesis 4 was not supported, whereas Hypothesis 5 was
supported. While there were moderate to high correlations between most key variables,
further analysis using HMR showed that not all correlations lead to explanatory conclusions.
Despite existing research that shows that manager behaviours have a significant impact on
employee outcomes (Kong & Ho, 2016), the current study found greater support for the
impact of organisational climate factors, specifically purpose, peace (wellbeing), and passion
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(engagement) on the relationship between an employee’s knowledge of strengths and their
use of strengths, therefore, supporting Hypothesis 3 and the sub-hypotheses of H3A, H3B,
and H3D. Basic psychological need support did not directly interact with the relationship
between strengths knowledge and strengths use, therefore, Hypotheses 6 and 7 were not
supported. Insofar as basic psychological need support did have an impact on strengths use, it
was complex and nuanced. Basic psychological need support impacted the extent to which
organisational climate factors in turn influenced strengths use. Some possible explanations
for these findings are explored in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Introduction
This concluding chapter discusses the current findings and locates them in the existing
strengths research and literature base. Overall, this study found that organisational climate
had a more significant effect on strengths use than has previously been found. Strengths and
limitations of the study are presented, followed by a discussion of the practical implications
and recommendations for future research.
Empirical Discussion
The empirical work presented in this thesis examined the impact of two key contextual
factors, organisational climate and basic psychological need support, operationalised as
autonomy-supportive manager behaviours (ASMB) on an individual’s ability to know and
use his or her strengths in an organisation. Across all analyses, this study found that
organisational climate had a greater impact on an individual’s perceived ability to use his or
her strengths than did ASMB. While, strengths use was positively correlated with all seven
organisational climate factors, three factors were found to predict strengths use: passion,
peace and purpose. These three organisational climate factors also mediated the relationship
between strengths knowledge and strengths use, whilst only one factor, purpose, moderated
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the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use. In contrast, ASMB had no
effect on strengths knowledge or strengths use. This was somewhat surprising, given the
positive findings reported in previous studies (Kong & Ho, 2016).
Strengths Use and Organisational Climate
This study contributes to the research that examines the impact of organisational
context on strengths knowledge and strengths use. To the author’s knowledge, this is the first
study to examine the impact of global organisational climate on an individual’s ability to
know and use their strengths in the workplace context. Strengths use was positively
correlated with all seven organisational climate factors. The more favourably employees
perceived the organisational climate, the more likely they were to report higher levels of
strengths use. As such, this finding supports previous arguments for the consideration of the
organisational context when devising and implementing SBIs in the workplace (BiswasDiener et al., 2017; Biswas-Diener et al., 2011).
This study also provided initial empirical evidence for the consideration of key
organisational climate factors in the provision of the right context for the facilitation or
promotion of strengths use. The study found that organisational climate had a reciprocal
effect on an individual’s ability to use his/her strengths. Specifically, the extent to which
employees are engaged in their work (passion), perceive that the organisation has clear
purpose (purpose), and believe that the organisation provides support for their wellbeing
(peace), have a significant impact on employees’ ability to use their strengths. This suggests a
previously undocumented reciprocal relationship between organisational climate and
strengths use, and hence represents a novel contribution to knowledge.

182

IMPACT OF ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE ON PSYCHOLOGICAL STRENGTHS
Strengths Use and Passion, Purpose, Peace Climate Factors
In addition to the association between strengths use and climate factors, three specific
climate factors predicted strengths use: passion, purpose and peace.
Passion
The passion climate factor, a measure of organisational commitment, intention to stay
and job satisfaction (Langford, 2009), and synonymous with employee engagement, was
positively associated with strengths use. Employees who reported feeling more engaged in
their organisation were more likely to report being able to use their strengths. This finding
provides support for early research that found that individuals who used their strengths more
on a daily basis were more engaged at work (Clifton & Harter, 2003; van Woerkom,
Oerlemans, et al., 2016). The current study also provides further empirical evidence to
support the relationship between specific work-related attitudes (such as job satisfaction) and
strengths use (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010).
In addition to this positive correlation, the study found that high levels of passion
(employee engagement) predicted high levels of strengths use. Earlier research (LittmanOvadia & Steger, 2010) has suggested that using one’s strengths will result in higher levels of
engagement, but this study found evidence for a reciprocal effect, that is that employees who
feel more engaged with their organisation will use their strengths more.
Peace
The study found that peace was positively associated with and predicted strengths use.
This finding supports previous research that found that workers who knew or used their
strengths were up to 18 times more likely to be flourishing (Hone et al., 2015). Hone and
colleagues (2015) defined flourishing as incorporating lifestyle behaviours, psychosocial
factors, physical health, and work-related factors such as job satisfaction, maintaining work183
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life balance, feeling appreciated and working autonomously. The current study supported this
finding, insofar as strengths use and peace (aspects of flourishing such as feeling well at
work, maintaining a good balance between work and life, and being able to work flexibly)
were associated. As the hierarchical multiple regression indicated with the climate factor of
passion, this relationship also was reciprocal: Not only did strengths use predict higher levels
of peace but higher peace levels predicted higher levels of strengths use. Therefore, an
organisation that supports employee wellbeing will create a context whereby employees will
use their strengths.
Purpose
In this study, the climate factor of purpose also predicted strengths use. This finding is
suggestive of previous research that has proposed a link between strengths use and individual
purpose, or calling (Allan & Duffy, 2014; Harzer & Ruch, 2012). A sense of calling can be
defined as analogous to regarding one’s work as one’s purpose. Allan and Duffy (2014)
found that individuals low in purpose (calling) who used their strengths more, demonstrated
higher wellbeing. Harzer and Ruch (2012) found that when increased strengths use was
congruent with job requirements, it resulted in an increased sense of calling. The current
results show that when individuals rated the organisation as higher in purpose, that is
demonstrating role clarity, strong mission and values, and behaving ethically, they were more
likely to use their strengths. The association between strengths use and purpose, however,
requires further elucidation. Consistent with previous findings, this study supports the
premise that context impacts the ability of individuals to use their strengths (Littman-Ovadia
& Steger, 2010). This is an important finding which emphasises the significance of context
when implementing SBIs. If an organisation’s climate is characterised by lack of purpose,
poor employee engagement and little regard for employee wellbeing, it is not conducive to
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implementing an SBI, and thus may not realise the desired benefits that are typically expected
of an SBI.
Interaction Effects
In addition to passion, peace, and purpose predicting strengths use (as analysed by the
hierarchical multiple regression analysis), these three climate factors mediated and partially
explained the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use. Mediation effects
are difficult to interpret, notwithstanding that they are popular in psychology (Agler & De
Boeck, 2017). Examining the mediation effects along with the results from the HMR hints at
the importance of organisational climate in the implementation of SBIs. Taken together,
arguably the mediation effects support the finding that strengths knowledge is more likely to
result in strengths use through these three mediating climate variables. Therefore, an
individual who knows his/her strengths will be more likely to use their strengths because they
will be more engaged. Similarly, for peace, an individual who knows his/her strengths will
have higher wellbeing, and thus will be more likely to use his/her strengths. Finally, if an
employee knows his/her strengths they may feel a stronger sense of organisational purpose
which will translate to a greater likelihood of using his/her strengths. This finding has
important implications for organisations. Arguably, climate factors that support engagement,
wellbeing, and organisational purpose are instrumental in facilitating the expression of
individual strengths knowledge in strengths use. As argued by Page and Vella-Brodrick
(2013), organisations that create such contexts promote their employees’ ability to use their
strengths, and thus are better able to realise the benefits of SBIs.
The climate factor of purpose also moderated the relationship between strengths
knowledge and strengths use such that when purpose was high, strengths knowledge had a
weaker association with strengths use than when purpose was low. This can be interpreted to
suggest that when an organisation communicates its objectives and purpose, employees are
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better able to use their strengths whether or not they know their strengths. If an employee
perceives their organisation to have a strong sense of purpose, which also includes constructs
like role clarity and mission and values (see Table 6.2), they may not need to “discover” their
own strengths, in order to believe that they are using their strengths at work. In this way
purpose can act as a proxy for strengths knowledge. This finding provides support for the
importance of context in the translation of strengths knowledge to strengths use. It also
challenges the existing supposition in the literature that individuals must know their strengths
in order to use them (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The current study disputes this
assumption, as do some earlier studies (Duan et al., 2019; Dubreuil et al., 2016). Specifically,
if organisational purpose is clearly articulated and individuals understand their contribution to
the organisation and believe in the mission and values of the organisation, they are more
likely to use their strengths. Thus, this finding suggests that an assessment of the
organisational climate is an important precursor to ensure the successful execution of SBIs in
the workplace.
Strengths Use and ASMB
Strengths use was weakly correlated with ASMB which measures basic psychological
need support in the workplace. In other research, manager behaviour was found to be a major
predictor of a range of employee behaviours and outcomes, such as employee’s emotions (Sy
et al., 2005), performance (Lin et al., 2015), and engagement (Tims et al., 2011). Based on
these findings, it was hypothesised that if a manager created an autonomy-supportive
environment in which an individual’s basic psychological needs were satisfied, this would be
associated with and predict increased strengths use. However, in the current study ASMBs
were only weakly correlated with strengths use and this hypothesis was not supported.
Nor did ASMB predict increased strengths use. While ASMBs were a significant
predictor of strengths use when included in the hierarchical multiple regression analysis
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alone, when all organisational climate factors were included in the hierarchical multiple
regression analysis, ASMBs ceased to be a significant predictor. This finding contrasts with
(Kong & Ho, 2016) finding that ASMB promoted strengths use.
It is possible that school employees differ in some way in the extent to which they
respond to ASMB. Arguably, the school environment may differ in management style and
paradigm to other organisations, and leaders and managers may function differently from
managers in other organisations. Bryson et al. (2019) found that school employees were more
committed to their organisation than non-school employees. In the body of research that
examines teacher autonomy (Firestone & Pennell, 1993; Pearson & Hall, 1993; Pearson &
Moomaw, 2006), salient pressures are more distal than direct managers, for example,
curriculum compliance and performance standards (Pelletier et al., 2002; Reeve, 2009). Such
findings might explain why there was no relationship in the current study between the more
proximal measure of ASMB and strengths use. As approximately half of the sample
comprised of teachers and their direct managers (that is, heads of department or subject
areas), this could have influenced the results. For example, ASMB may be a less salient
measure of autonomy if teachers are less directed by their managers.
Strengths Knowledge and Organisational Climate
Surprisingly, organisational climate factors also were significantly associated with
strengths knowledge, although these correlations were weak to moderate. Biswas-Diener et
al. (2017) suggest that strengths knowledge and use are located in a number of different
contexts: cultural, organisational, and psychological. This study supports this contention
insofar as the data suggest that a particular climate might encourage or discourage individuals
from knowing their strengths, as well as other personal qualities such as values, goals and
aspirations (Mowday & Sutton, 1993).
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Strengths Knowledge and ASMB
ASMB was not significantly correlated with strengths knowledge. Some strengths
theorists propose that managers have a key role to play in spotting an employee’s strengths
and thereby facilitating self-knowledge and performance (Linley, Willars, et al., 2010).
However, this was not supported in the current study, insofar as strengths knowledge was not
associated with ASMB.
Furthermore, ASMB did not impact the relationship between strengths knowledge and
strengths use. While this relationship has not been empirically examined before, the
hypothesis based on theoretical propositions (Linley, Nielsen, et al., 2010) and previous
research (Kong & Ho, 2016) was that ASMB would positively impact the relationship
between strengths knowledge and use. However, this study contradicts Kong and Ho’s (2016)
finding that ASMB promotes strengths use. Equally, the organisational climate factor of
participation, which measures supervisory support, did not impact the relationship between
strengths knowledge and strengths use.
Discussion of Conceptual Themes
The Distinction between Strengths Use and Strengths Knowledge
This thesis used validated measures of strengths knowledge and strengths use (Linley,
Willars, et al., 2010) to elucidate the nature of the relationship between these two constructs.
As the strengths field grows in maturity conceptual questions such as how the constructs of
strengths knowledge and strengths use might differ or interact require consideration and
clarification by researchers. Previous research has reached contrasting conclusions regarding
the relative importance and contribution of strengths knowledge and strengths use (Duan et
al., 2019; Dubreuil et al., 2016; Tang et al., 2019). In contrast to one of the stated
assumptions of the current study, that individuals must know their strengths before they can
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use their strengths, these results suggest otherwise. The finding that purpose moderated the
relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use provides some evidence that this
relationship may be more complex than first thought. Arguably, in environments where
organisational purpose is high, individuals are more likely to perceive that they are using
their strengths without necessarily knowing their strengths.
The concepts of explicit, implicit, and tacit knowledge (Nickols, 2000) might provide a
fruitful avenue for this inquiry. Explicit knowledge can be articulated, documented and
standardised (Nickols, 2000). In contrast, tacit or implicit knowledge can be inferred from
behaviours and actions, but is not fully articulated (Nickols, 2000) and is not subject to
introspection (Wilson, 2002). Completion of the Strengths Knowledge Scale arguably
represents explicit knowledge about one’s strengths. Completion of the Strengths Use Scale
arguably represents implicit knowledge about using one’s strengths, without explicit
knowledge of those individual strengths. Young et al. (2015) suggest that the current
conceptualisation of strengths may be limited by an undue focus on intentional or explicit
strength identification and measurement (e.g., Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Researchers
found that implicit constructs account for unique variance in many diverse outcomes,
including anxiety (Spalding & Hardin, 1999), suicide attempts (Nock et al., 2010), and hiring
decisions (Galdi et al., 2008), above and beyond their explicit counterparts.
The current findings may have been subject to this same phenomenon. For example,
when organisational purpose was high, implicit strengths use occurred without strengths
knowledge. An explanation for this result can be found in Young et al.’s (2015) suggestion
that implicit processes may account for diverse and independent outcomes compared to
explicit strength measurement. As was the case in this study, the measurement of strengths
use without reference to the actual strengths being used by individuals was valuable because
it contributed to the application of implicit versus explicit knowledge of strengths. Young et
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al. (2015) do not suggest the abandonment of explicit strength identification, as it is a key
component of strength-based interventions (e.g., Seligman et al., 2005). However, they do
propose that an implicit strength measurement tool may circumvent social desirability bias,
which is prevalent in positive psychology (Nosek & Hansen, 2008; Young et al., 2015) while
still providing useful supplementary information. The extent to which explicit and implicit
knowledge is applicable to the strengths knowledge and strengths use constructs requires
future research. More empirical and conceptual work is required to clearly define and
determine the constructs of strengths knowledge and strengths use.
Underlying Mechanisms of Strengths
A corollary finding of this study is related to the mechanisms underlying the benefits of
strengths knowledge and use. In this thesis, three possible underlying mechanisms were
presented: basic psychological need support, harmonious passion, positive emotions and job
demands/resources. Basic psychological need support as operationalised by ASMB was
specifically examined in the current study and found not to predict increased strengths use.
As such, it cannot be claimed to be an underlying mechanism of strengths use. Harmonious
passion was not directly examined in this study. While positive emotions were not
specifically examined in the current study, prior research has shown that positive emotions
mediate the relationship between strengths use and job satisfaction (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia,
2017). The current study found an association between strengths use and passion
(incorporating job satisfaction), purpose, and peace, and it is possible that positive emotions
may also impact the relationships observed in this study. Based on the job demands/resources
model, both the work environment and personal resources such as strengths may predict work
engagement (Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2007), supporting the notion of
a reciprocal relationship between these levels. Further, individuals might access strengths use
to manage their job demands (van Woerkom, Bakker, et al., 2016), and strengths use may be
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impacted by the organisational context. The current study found some support for the
application of the job demands/resources model to explain beneficial strengths use.
Specifically, that strengths are a personal resource accessible to individuals, in addition to the
work environment. Further research is required to investigate the extent to which the
mechanisms purported in the application of the job demands/resources model contribute to
strengths in the workplace.
Strengths and Limitations of the Current Study
A number of strengths and weaknesses are inherent in this study. One of the strengths
of this study is that whilst it was conducted in an educational workplace setting, the
collection of data was not restricted to teaching staff. Rather, a wide range of employees were
included, such as administrative, management, and other general staff members of the school.
This gives the study greater ecological validity and makes the findings more readily
generalisable to organisations in other industries and sectors.
The inclusion of a comprehensive and global organisational climate measure is a
strength of this study. Previous research examining the relationship between strengths and
organisational climate have focused solely on specific aspects of strengths supportive
climate. The current study however, examined all aspects of organisational climate to
determine which specific factors would impact employees’ strengths knowledge and
strengths use and thereby adds to the accumulation of knowledge regarding strengths.
Another strength of this study is that both strengths knowledge and strengths use were
scrutinised. This examination allowed for different relationships between these two
constructs and target variables to be revealed. As described in Chapter 2 many studies in the
literature have failed to separate these constructs, resulting in unclear findings. Therefore, the
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inclusion of both strengths knowledge and strengths use in this study contributes to the
conceptual distinction between them.
The study also had several limitations. First, the study was conducted using a selfreported cross-sectional survey design. Although ubiquitous in organisational research
(Razavi, 2001), self-report measures are subject to a complex range of influences that are
difficult to capture and account for (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007). In addition, particular biases
may operate in self-reported responses that may impact responses and need to be taken into
account, such as response styles (Paulhus, 1991) and social desirability bias (Grimm, 2010).
Despite the criticisms of self-report questionnaires, they are typically inexpensive and
convenient to administer and thus, are often employed in organisational settings. In addition,
self-report questionnaires are often the only way to unearth covert constructs (Fryer &
Dinsmore, 2020). Several limitations are associated with the analysis of cross-sectional data,
the most critical being the inability to draw causal inference from such data. As the data were
archival and the research design was established and data collected prior to commencement
of the doctorate, this was a significant limitation in the analysis of the data.
This method could have been further strengthened with qualitative analysis in the form
of follow up interviews with staff to explore the relationship between organisational climate,
strengths use and ASMB. Such follow up interviews would also have been useful in
exploring respondents’ strengths literacy and understanding of strengths use and strengths
knowledge.
Second, as data were collected at different timepoints, differences between individuals
in strengths literacy and sophistication may have impacted participants’ responses and
ultimately the results. Unfortunately, it is difficult to predict the impact this may have had as
the study did not investigate the interventions that were undertaken during the data collection
period. Nor did the study consider differences in new staff inductions or training of SBIs.
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Early respondents may have defined strengths as performance or skill strengths prior to being
educated about strengths. In turn, later respondents may have had greater sophistication
around strengths due to interventions conducted in the intervening period. Alternatively, the
opposite may have occurred, and new staff members may not have received adequate training
in regard to the SBIs. The potential inconsistency of staff training of the SBI may have
contributed to the finding that participants do not know their strengths explicitly but are able
to use them in the service of a clear organisational purpose. Furthermore, the organisational
context may have had some other impact on the results that was not measured over the three
years during which the data were collected.
Another limitation related to the study setting is the type of workplace studied. The
study was conducted in an educational workplace setting, which is notably different in a
variety of ways from other workplace settings. The uniqueness of an educational setting
renders generalisability to other workplaces difficult, despite the inclusion of a broad range of
staff members.
Implications for Organisational Interventions
The current study suggests that organisational interventions must be situated within,
and are impacted by the prevailing climate of an organisation. For strengths practitioners
devising SBIs it is important to consider the organisational climate and how it facilitates
employees’ strengths use, as well as the realisation of desired outcomes. This study examined
the managerial and climate factors that impact on strengths use in organisations and found
that some elements of an organisation’s climate seemed to facilitate employee strengths use
more substantially than others (namely, clear direction or purpose, high employee
engagement, and practices that support wellbeing). Organisations need to consider such
aspects of climate to know how to effectively implement SBIs. Thus, this study gives useful
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guidance to practitioners on ways to establish climates that facilitate strengths use, without
relying solely on attempts to change individual manager behaviours.
This study also identified the importance of setting clear organisational purpose and the
impact that this has on an employee’s ability to use their strengths. Aspects of organisational
purpose that are salient to this point include role clarity, organisation direction, and diversity.
This study emphasises the importance of creating a positive climate within organisations that
promotes a sense of purpose, wellbeing (peace), and employee engagement (passion) in order
to enable employees to discover and use their strengths more readily and thus facilitate
enhanced performance. As in any organisation, if school leaders are intentional, visionary and
good communicators of purpose, they may be more likely to generate opportunities for their
staff to take on important and meaningful work that better suits their passion, skills and
strengths (Cherkowski et al., 2020).
Without a clear understanding of the implications of organisational climate, SBIs are in
danger of being implemented in ill-defined and inconsistent methods that do not allow their
potential to be fully realised. A related point was raised in the narrative synthesis review
conducted in Chapter 4. Many of the outcomes reported as achieved by SBIs were short-term
and dependent on ongoing training and personal investment (Dubreuil et al., 2016). Such
outcomes underline the importance of organisational climate in supporting new initiatives
and behaviours in order to realise positive benefits. Importantly, the strengths research has
demonstrated that SBIs foster wellbeing (Ruch et al., 2020) however, the evidence to
demonstrate that SBIs result in other important outcomes, such as employee performance and
employee engagement, is less conclusive.
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Future Research
This thesis highlights several areas in the strengths literature that would benefit from
further research. The narrative synthesis review (NSR) reported in Chapter 4 highlighted the
lack of empirical evidence for the positive benefits of SBIs in organisations. Despite the
seemingly large volume of evidence for SBIs in other settings, an important question arises
regarding the extent to which these findings have validity in a variety of workplace settings.
In the workplace, working adults are focused on the achievement of organisational outcomes,
and are subjected to a wide range of dynamics, for example, peer and manager relationships
(Dutton & Heaphy, 2003), various team and group dynamics (Horwitz & Horwitz, 2007), and
the regulatory environment (Andrews et al., 2008) to name a few. In addition, organisational
interventions and activities may also influence the implementation of SBIs (Biswas-Diener et
al., 2017). While a more comprehensive measure of organisational climate goes some way to
capturing some of these aspects of the wider context, more research is required to bridge this
issue of external validity and generalisability of SBIs across different settings. Therefore, it
would be valuable to conduct longitudinal intervention research that rigorously examines
SBIs implemented in different workplaces with pre- and post-measurement and consideration
of the organisational outcomes that will be of value to businesses and employees, beyond
individual wellbeing. Research that examines the effectiveness of SBIs to impact
organisational outcomes such as employee development and/or promotion, increased
productivity and task performance, effective management and leadership, and job attitudes
such as engagement, job satisfaction, intention to stay and organisational commitment will
contribute much to the evidence for conducting SBIs. The NSR also highlighted that further
research is specifically required in two areas: the sustainability of SBIs, and the impact of
SBIs on performance outcomes in organisational settings.
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This study investigated two aspects of organisational context that impact on employees’
ability to use their strengths. It would be valuable to conduct this research in different
workplace settings to continue the investigation of the effects of organisational context on
strengths constructs. As this study is one of a small number of studies examining the
relationship between organisational climate and strengths, there is an opportunity for more
research examining the impact of organisational climate and other contextual factors on SBIs.
In addition, further research should incorporate a range of different methods, for example,
qualitative interviews and multiple raters beyond self-report, to bolster the rigour and validity
of findings.
Further examination of aspects of the strengths constructs is also warranted. For
example, the relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use requires better
conceptual clarity, more precise operational definitions, and examination using methods
beyond self-report to make meaningful predictions about the benefits of SBIs. As discussed
in Chapter 2, the extent to which strengths can be intentionally used (Malle & Knobe, 1997)
requires further consideration and is dependent on the conceptualisation of strengths as either
personality traits or talents. Similarly, the characterisation of strengths as implicit or explicit
knowledge (Nickols, 2000) requires further research to understand the difference between
these two constructs. Further clarification or grounding of the strengths constructs in existing
frameworks in relation to existing frameworks would advance the conceptual rigour of the
strengths field.
Further analysis of the optimal application of strengths is also necessary. Examination
of the interplay between working on strengths versus working on weaknesses is one area that
would benefit from further attention. In addition, greater clarification regarding whether
strengths should be applied in a comprehensive balanced fashion, or with a focus on signature
or top strengths needs to be determined. More recent research has started to examine such
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questions in specific settings, thereby contributing to mid-level theories (Alexandrova, 2015).
For example, the extent to which high performance in teams is related to a balance of
character strengths within the team, or a preponderance of particular strengths (Gander et al.,
2020). However, much conceptual work remains to be completed.
The mechanisms underlying strengths use have received limited attention in the
empirical literature to date. The most promising contenders include the enhancement of
positive affect as a result of improved personal resources based on the job demands-resources
theory (Harzer, 2020) and enhanced strengths expression through basic psychological need
support, a key tenet of self-determination theory (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). The current
study operationalised basic psychological need support as ASMB and examined its impact on
strengths knowledge and use. Contrary to theoretical predictions (Harzer, 2020), ASMB did
not lead to higher levels of strengths knowledge or strengths use, thereby casting doubt on
basic psychological need as an underlying mechanism. The role of positive affect or
emotions, or the job demands/resources model were not directly examined in this study and
remain an area of future research. Undoubtedly, the strengths research and literature base are
growing, and the efficacy and acceptance of SBIs will depend on a careful and continued
expansion of the empirical literature.
Summary
This thesis sought to answer two broad research questions. First, what is the evidence
for the effectiveness of SBIs in organisations? In seeking to set out the evidence for the
effectiveness of SBIs in organisations, the narrative synthesis review reported in Chapter 4
highlighted a lack of intervention studies that address this question. Despite many studies
examining associations of strengths with other important variables, there is a paucity of
intervention studies showing mixed support for strengths applications. Much of the strengths
literature is problematically based on non-peer reviewed, anecdotal or case study reports
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(e.g., Brim, 2007, 2008; Connelly, 2002; Stefanyszyn, 2008) that are frequently cited as
evidence for SBI and positive outcomes. At times it is difficult to compare and replicate
studies as intervention activities are not reported (Dubreuil et al., 2016).
The second question addressed the impact of organisational context on strengths
knowledge and strengths use, two key constructs typically employed in SBIs. This study
found that the distal organisational context, that is organisational climate, does make a
difference and impacts the extent to which employees may come to know and/or use their
strengths. Specifically, certain aspects of the organisational climate of an organisation were
positively associated with strengths knowledge and strengths use. Furthermore, aspects of
organisational climate significantly predicted strengths use, and in turn strengths use
predicted higher ratings of organisational climate. The study found that organisational
purpose may act as a proxy for strengths knowledge. That is, if an individual does not know
his or her strengths but is given clear purpose, he/she may still perceive that he/she uses
his/her strengths. In contrast, the proximal organisational context of ASMBs were associated
with strengths use, but not strengths knowledge. Further, ASMBs had no impact on the
relationship between strengths knowledge and strengths use, which belies their proposed
impact on employee strengths applications as suggested by earlier research (e.g., Kong & Ho,
2016).
This thesis contributes to the accumulation of the strengths literature by highlighting
the impact of organisational climate on employees’ strengths knowledge and strengths use.
The conclusions of this thesis assist practitioners to clarify the key factors to consider in the
design and execution of SBIs in their workplace. Positive organisational climates lead to
employees’ enhanced ability to use their strengths, as well as employee strengths use
reciprocally contributing to such positive climates. The strengths literature has been
dominated by high-level theories (Alexandrova, 2005) that suggest that strengths are
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associated with variables but are silent about the specific conditions that maximise their
benefits. This thesis sought to contribute to mid-level theories (Alexandrova, 2005) about
strengths and consider the conditions under which SBIs will be most effective (Ghielen et al.,
2018). For example, different strengths assessment tools may be better suited to particular
environments and it is important to consider which is most appropriate in a given situation
(Quinlan et al., 2012).
Human behaviour is a function of both person and environment (Lewin, 2013), and
highlights the importance of understanding situational factors in management phenomena
(Sharma, 2018). In the field of organisational behaviour generally, there has been a relative
lack of attention to how the larger organisation context affects specific areas of individual
and group behaviour (Porter & McLaughlin, 2006). As suggested by Mowday and Sutton
(1993), different dimensions of organisational context may exert a more powerful influence
than other dimensions and this was supported in the current study which found that purpose,
passion, and peace exerted a greater influence than other climate dimensions including
manager behaviour. There is a need for empirical research that investigates positive
psychology interventions (including strengths use) that contribute to better functioning of the
workplace (Gable & Haidt, 2005). This thesis contributes to the growing strengths field by
expanding the knowledge regarding the impact of specific contextual factors that will
facilitate more effective SBIs in organisations to deliver better outcomes for individuals and
organisations.
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Appendix A: Key Strengths Assessment Frameworks
Table A1
Six Universal Values and the Corresponding Strengths Definitions of the Values In Action – Inventory of Strengths survey (Peterson & Seligman, 2004)
Definition of character strengths
Wisdom — cognitive strengths that entail the acquisition and use of knowledge.
Creativity (originality, ingenuity): Thinking of novel and productive ways to conceptualize and do things; includes artistic achievement
but is not limited to it.
Curiosity (interest, novelty-seeking, openness to experience): Taking an interest in ongoing experience for its own sake; finding
subjects and topics fascinating; exploring and discovering.
Judgment (open-mindedness critical thinking): Thinking things through and examining them from all sides; not jumping to conclusions;
being able to change one’s mind in light of evidence; weighing all evidence fairly.
Love of learning: Mastering new skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge, whether on one’s own or formally; obviously related to the
strength of curiosity but goes beyond it to describe the tendency to add systematically to what one knows.
Perspective (wisdom): Being able to provide wise counsel to others; having ways of looking at the world that make sense to oneself and
to other people.
Temperance — strengths that protect against excess.
Forgiveness (mercy): Forgiving those who have done wrong; accepting the shortcomings of others; giving people a second chance; not
being vengeful.
Humility (modesty): Letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves; not seeking the spotlight; not regarding oneself as more
special than one is.
Prudence: Being careful about one’s choices; not taking undue risks; not saying or doing things that might later be regretted.
Self-regulation (self-control): Regulating what one feels and does; being disciplined; controlling one’s appetites and emotions.
Courage — emotional strengths that involve the exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face of opposition, external or internal.
Bravery (valour): Not shrinking from threat, challenge, difficulty, or pain; speaking up for what is right even if there is opposition; acting on
convictions even if unpopular; includes physical bravery but is not limited to it.
Persistence (perseverance, industriousness): Finishing what one starts; persisting in a course of action in spite of obstacles; “getting it
out the door”; taking pleasure in completing tasks.
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Integrity (authenticity, honesty): Speaking the truth but more broadly presenting oneself in a genuine way and acting in a sincere way;
being without pretence; taking responsibility for one’s feelings and actions.
Vitality (zest, enthusiasm, vigor, energy): Approaching life with excitement and energy; not doing things halfway or half-heartedly; living
life as an adventure; feeling alive and activated.
Justice — civic strengths that underlie healthy community life.
Citizenship (social responsibility, loyalty, teamwork): Working well as a member of a group or team; being loyal to the group; doing
one’s share.
Fairness: Treating all people the same according to notions of fairness and justice; not letting personal feelings bias decisions about
others; giving everyone a fair chance.
Leadership: Encouraging a group of which one is a member to get things done and at the same time maintain good relations within the
group; organising group activities and seeing that they happen.
Humanity — interpersonal strengths that involve tending and befriending others.
Love: Valuing close relations with others, in particular those in which sharing and caring are reciprocated; being close to people.
Kindness (generosity, nurturance, care, compassion, altruistic love, “niceness”): Doing favours and good deeds for others; helping
them; taking care of them.
Social intelligence (emotional intelligence, personal intelligence): Being aware of the motives and feelings of other people and
oneself; knowing what to do to fit into different social situations; knowing what makes other people tick.
Transcendence — strengths that forge connections to the larger universe and provide meaning.
Appreciation of beauty and excellence (awe, wonder, elevation): Noticing and appreciating beauty, excellence, and/or skilled
performance in various domains of life, from nature to art to mathematics to science to everyday experience.
Gratitude: Being aware of and thankful for the good things that happen; taking time to express thanks.
Hope (optimism, future-mindedness, future orientation): Expecting the best in the future and working to achieve it; believing that a
good future is something that can be brought about.
Humour (playfulness): Liking to laugh and tease; bringing smiles to other people; seeing the light side; making (not necessarily telling)
jokes.
Spirituality (religiousness, faith, purpose): Having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and meaning of the universe; knowing
where one fits within the larger scheme; having beliefs about the meaning of life that shape conduct and provide comfort.
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Table A2
Criteria Defining Character Strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004)
Criteria
Ubiquity
Fulfilling
Morally valued
Does not diminish others
Non-felicitous opposite
Trait like
Measurable
Distinctiveness
Paragons
Prodigies
Selective absence
Institutions

Definition
Is widely recognised across cultures.
Contributes to individual fulfilment, satisfaction, and happiness
broadly construed.
Is valued in its own right and not for tangible outcomes it may
produce.
Elevates those who witness it, producing admiration, not jealousy.
Has obvious antonyms that are “negative”.
Is an individual difference with demonstrable generality and stability.
Has been successfully measured by researchers as an individual
difference.
Is not redundant (conceptually or empirically) with other character
strengths.
Is strikingly embodied in some individuals.
Is precociously shown by some children or youth.
Is missing altogether in some individuals.
Is the deliberate target of societal practices and rituals that try to
cultivate it.
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Table A3
Strengths Profile (formerly Realise2) Strengths Families (Centre for Applied Positive Psychology)
Family Type

Included Strengths

Being

Authenticity, Centred, Courage, Curiosity, Gratitude, Humility,
Legacy, Mission, Moral Compass, Personal Responsibility, Pride,
Self-awareness, Service, and Unconditionality

Communicating

Counterpoint, Explainer, Feedback, Humour, Listener, Narrator,
Scribe, and Spotlight.

Motivating

Action, Adventure, Bounce-back, Catalyst, Change Agent,
Competitive, Drive, Efficacy, Growth, Improver, Persistence,
Resilience, and Work Ethic.

Relating

Compassion, Connector, Emotional Awareness, Empathic
Connection, Enabler, Equality, Esteem Builder, Personalisation,
Persuasion, Rapport Builder, and Relationship Deepener.

Thinking

Adherence, Creativity, Detail, Incubator, Innovation, Judgement,
Optimism, Order, Planful, Prevention, Reconfiguration, Resolver,
Strategic Awareness, and Time Optimiser.
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Figure A1
Strengths Profile Definitions (Centre for Applied Positive Psychology)

1

Strengths definitions
Action

Curiosity

Motivating

You feel compelled to act immediately and decisively, being
keen to learn as you go.

Adaptable

Thinking

Adherence

Thinking

You juggle things to meet changing demands and find the best
fit for your needs.

Bounceback

Motivating

You feel connected to others through your ability to understand
what they are feeling.

Enabler

Equality

Motivating

Esteem Builder

Being

Motivating

Competitive

Motivating

Communicating

Gratitude

Being

Growth

Relating

Motivating

You are always looking for ways to grow and develop,
whatever you are doing.

Communicating

You always bring a different viewpoint to others, whatever the
situation or context.

Humility

Being

Humour

Communicating

You are happy to stay in the background, giving others credit
for your contributions.

Being

You overcome your fears and do what you want to do in spite
of them.

Creativity

Feedback

You are constantly thankful for the positive things in your life.

You make connections between people, instinctively making
links and introductions.

Courage

Communicating

You provide fair and accurate feedback to others, to help them
develop.

You are constantly competing to win, wanting to perform better
and be the best.

Counterpoint

Explainer

You are able to simplify things so that others can understand.

You really care about others, doing all you can to help and
sympathise.

Connector

Relating

You help others to believe in themselves and see what they are
capable of achieving.

You are constantly involved with change, advocating for
change and making it happen.
Relating

Relating

You ensure that everyone is treated equally, paying close
attention to issues of fairness.

You have an inner composure and self-assurance, whatever
the situation.

Compassion

Relating

You create the conditions for people to grow and develop for
themselves.

You love to motivate and inspire others to make things happen.

Change Agent

Relating

Empathic Relating

You use setbacks as springboards to go on and achieve even
more.

Centred

Motivating

You are acutely aware of the emotions and feelings of others.

You are always true to yourself, even in the face of pressure
from others.

Catalyst

Drive

Emotional Awareness

Motivating

Being

Thinking

You are very self-motivated, pushing yourself hard to achieve
what you want out of life.

You love to take risks and stretch yourself outside your comfort
zone.

Authenticity

Detail

You naturally focus on the small things that others easily miss,
ensuring accuracy.

You love to follow processes, operating firmly within rules and
guidelines.

Adventure

Being

You are interested in everything, constantly seeking out new
information and learning more.

You see the funny side of almost everything that happens - and
make a joke of it.

Improver

Thinking

You strive to produce work that is original, by creating and
combining things in imaginative ways.

Motivating

You constantly look for better ways of doing things and how
things can be improved.

©Capp & Co Ltd
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2

Strengths definitions
Incubator

Prevention

Thinking

You love to think deeply about things, to arrive at the best
conclusion.

Innovation

Thinking

Judgement

Thinking

Pride

You approach things in ingenious ways, coming up with new
and different approaches.

Rapport Builder

Relationship Deepener

Being

Communicating

Mission

Being

Resilience

Resolver

Self-awareness

Being

Self-belief

Communicating

Service

Thinking

Spotlight

Thinking

Strategic Awareness

Motivating

Time Optimiser

Being

Thinking

You maximise your time, to get the most out of whatever time
you have available.

Unconditionality

Relating

You recognise everyone as a unique individual, noticing their
subtle differences.

Being

You accept people for who and what they are, without ever
judging them.

Work Ethic

Relating

You enjoy bringing others round to your way of thinking and
winning their agreement.

Planner

Thinking

You pay attention to the wider context and bigger picture to
inform your decisions.

You take ownership of your decisions and hold yourself
accountable for your promises.

Persuasion

Communicating

You love to be the focus of everyone’s attention.

You achieve success by keeping going, particularly when
things are difficult.

Personalisation

Being

You are constantly looking for ways to help and serve others.

You are exceptionally well-organised in everything you do.

Personal Responsibility

Motivating

You are confident in your own abilities, knowing that you can
achieve your goals.

You always maintain a positive attitude and outlook on life.

Persistence

Being

You know yourself well, understanding your own emotions and
behaviour.

You love to tell stories and see the power of these stories to
convey insights.

Organiser

Thinking

You love to solve problems, the more difficult the better.

You have a strong ethical code, always acting in accordance
with what you believe is right.

Optimism

Motivating

You take hardships in your stride, recovering quickly and
getting on with things again.

You pursue things that give you a sense of meaning and
purpose in your life.

Narrator

Relating

You have a natural ability to form deep, long-lasting
relationships with people.

You are able to listen intently to and focus on what people say.

Moral Compass

Relating

You establish rapport and relationships with others quickly and
easily.

You want to create things that will outlast you, delivering a
positive and sustainable impact.

Listener

Being

You strive to produce work that is of the highest standard and
quality.

You enjoy making decisions and are able to make the right
decision quickly and easily.

Legacy

Thinking

You think ahead, to anticipate and prevent problems before
they happen.

Motivating

You are very hard working, putting a lot of effort into
everything you do.

Writer

Thinking

You make plans for everything you do, covering all
eventualities.

Communicating

You love to write, conveying your thoughts and ideas through
the written word.

©Capp & Co Ltd
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Table A4
The 34 Talent Themes in Clifton StrengthsFinder2 (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001)
Talent Theme

Description

Achiever

Being driven by a constant need for achievement, needing to achieve
something every day to feel good about yourself.

Activator

Being impatient for action, feeling that only action can make things
happen. Believing that action is the best device for learning.

Adaptability

Living in the moment, seeing the future as being created by your
current choices and decisions, being able to respond willingly to the
demands of the moment. Staying productive in the face of different
demands.

Analytical

Being objective and dispassionate, requiring evidence for claims.
Searching data for patterns and connections.

Arranger

Arranging and managing variables, aligning and realigning them to the
most productive configuration possible. Being effectively flexible.

Belief

Having certain core values that are enduring and affect your behaviour.
Providing you with direction and guiding you through temptations of
life.

Command

Taking charge, being comfortable imposing your views on others,
feeling compelled to present facts or the truth in order to resolve
problems and take a stance.

Communication

Liking to explain, describe, speak in public and write. Feeling a need to
bringing ideas to life, turning events into stories.

Competition

Being instinctively aware of other’s performance and comparing
yourself to this. Competing to win, not for the fun of it.

Connectedness

Considering that things happen for a reason and that we are all
connected, a part of something larger such as a collective
unconsciousness, or life force.

Consistency

Being aware of the need to treat people the same, no matter what their
station in life. Applying clear rules equally.

Context

Being aware of historical context and the impact this has on current
circumstances.

Deliberative

Being careful, vigilant, and private. Sensing risks and identifying,
assessing and reducing them.

Developer

Seeing the potential in others, and seeing each individual as a work in
progress, helping others experience success and looking for ways to
challenge them.
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Discipline

Needing your world to be predictable and ordered, instinctively
imposing structure on your world. Focusing on timelines and deadlines.
Being able to break long-term projects into a series of short-term plans
and working through them diligently.

Empathy

Feeling the emotions of those around you, seeing the world through
their eyes and sharing their perspective.

Focus

Being clear about where you are headed and setting goals,
instinctively evaluating whether an activity helps you move towards
your goal.

Futuristic

Dreaming of visions of what could be, being energised by ideas of the
future.

Harmony

Looking for areas of agreement, finding common ground, looking for
consensus and support.

Ideation

Being fascinated by ideas, and connections between ideas.

Includer

Wanting to include people and make them feel part of the group.
Hating the sight of someone on the outside looking in. Being an
instinctively accepting person.

Individualization

Being intrigued by unique qualities of other people. Focusing on
differences between individuals.

Input

Being inquisitive, collecting information and/or objects, finding many
things interesting.

Intellection

Liking to think and exercise brain, enjoying musing and reflection,
introspective, pose yourself questions and try to think through answers.

Learner

Being drawn to the process of learning as something exciting and
energising.

Maximiser

Excellence is your measure, transforming something strong into
something superb.

Positivity

Being generous with praise, quick to smile, always on the lookout for
the positive, enthusiastic and optimistic.

Relator

Deriving great deal of pleasure from being around close friends, feeling
comfortable with intimacy, encouraging a deepening of relationship.

Responsibility

Taking psychological ownership for anything you commit to and feeling
bound to follow through to completion.

Restorative

Loving to solve problems, enjoying the challenge of analysing
symptoms, identifying what is wrong, and finding a solution.

Self-assurance

Having faith in your strengths, knowing that you are able, to take risks,
to meet new challenges and to deliver. Also, confidence in own
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judgment. Having the authority to form conclusions, make decisions
and act.
Significance

Wanting to be very significant in the eyes of others, wanting to be
recognised and stand out, known and appreciated for unique
strengths. Wanting to associate with others who are credible,
professional and successful.

Strategic

Ability to sort through clutter and find the best route, a distinct
perspective on the world, allowing you to see patterns where others
see complexity. Able to evaluate potential obstacles.

Woo

Winning others over, enjoying the challenge of meeting new people.
Energised by meeting strangers and finding a common area of interest
to build connection.
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Appendix B: Narrative Synthesis Review Forms
Figure B1
Narrative synthesis review panel responsibilities
A typical process for selecting studies for inclusion in a review is as follows (the process should be detailed in the
protocol for the review).
The main role of the panel is in agreeing the study eligibility and assessing studies for inclusion. I’ve listed below the
proposed actions for panel members and proposed timeline.
Activity

Actions

When?

Who?

Define and agree protocol and eligibility
criteria.

Send to panel.

20 Sept

AD

Follow up agreement.

25 Sept

Agree databases and keywords to
include in search.

Send list of databases and
keywords to panel.

20 Sept

AD

25 Sept

AD

Follow up to gain agreement.
Conduct search in agreed databases,
using agreed keywords and eligibility
criteria.

Conduct preliminary search.

6 Nov

AD

Pilot test sample reports to check
eligibility criteria.

Select reports that are definitely
eligible, ineligible, undecided to
test criteria.

30 Oct

AD

Panel to independently review
and categorise based on
criteria.
Merge search results and remove
duplicate records of the same report.

Use Endnote

AD, VF, LO,
GS.
30 Nov

Conduct first cull of searched items.
(authors should generally be overinclusive at this stage)

AD
AD

Remove obviously irrelevant items.
Collate relevant items.
Examine titles and abstracts to remove
irrelevant items.

Provide panel with titles &
abstracts.

20 Dec

AD

Set up panel meeting (15 Jan)

15 Jan

AD

15 Jan

AD, VF, LO,
GS

22 Jan

AD

12 Feb

AD, VF, LO,
GS.

Panel to review and agree
irrelevant reports.
Provide template to assist.
Retrieve full text of agreed relevant
reports.

Provide to panel.

Link together multiple reports of the
same study.

If relevant.

Examine full-text reports for compliance
of studies with eligibility criteria.

Panel to examine agreed
compliant full-text reports.
Provide template with listed
inclusions for completion by
panel.

Correspond with investigators, where
appropriate, to clarify study eligibility (it
may be appropriate to request further
information, such as missing results, at
the same time).

If relevant, AD to complete. If
required final decisions to be
delayed (step below).

Make final decisions on study inclusion
and proceed to data collection.

Panel to agree final inclusions.
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Figure B2
Pilot Sample Assessment for Study Inclusion by NSR Panel
Inclusions

Exclusions

Article

Employees? Character
strengths?

Strengths-based
intervention?

Strength-Based Positive
Interventions: Further
Evidence for Their Potential in
Enhancing Well-Being and
Alleviating Depression

No

Yes, using
Yes, 1 top 5
strengths in a new strength per
way – replication
week
of earlier work

Yes, VIA top 5

Yes

Doesn’t
appear so

Yes, but no details
provided

No details

(Harzer & Ruch, 2013)

Students,
community,
sports?

Competencies
or skills?

Strengths
part of
program?

Yes,

Possibly – a
varied sample

No

Only 1 of 10
intervention
elements

No, health
centre workers

No

Difficult to
tell

Yes

No

N/A

AHI + CES-D

Yes but
mixed
sample (not
from one
site)

Yes, however No, scale
focus on
development only
application of
strengths in
work/private
environments

Yes, 3 DVs
Appraisal
satisfaction +
motivation +
perf ratings

(Williams, 2010)
The Application of Signature
Character Strengths and
Positive Experiences at Work

Includes
outcome
measure?

Yes but not
measured

(Gander et al., 2013)
The influence of a strengthsbased intervention on the
Performance-appraisal
process

Strengths use?

Other

No
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Figure B3
Data Extraction and Assessment Form

General Information
Date form completed

Reference citation: DOI

Title
Publication type
Study Characteristics
N=

Eligibility criteria
met?
Yes

No

Unclear

Participants
(adults,
workplace)
Strengths
assessment?
Structured
intervention?
Pre- Post?
comparison
Outcome
measures (I/O)

INCLUDE

EXCLUDE

Reason for
exclusion

Notes:

DO NOT PROCEED IF STUDY EXCLUDED FROM REVIEW
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Details of included studies
Method

Descriptions as stated in report/paper

Aim of study

Design/Method

Demographics, age,
sex
Duration & delivery of
intervention
Time points measured
Groups
DATA ANALYSIS

Missing data
Power achieved?
RESULTS

LIMITATIONS/BIAS

Key conclusions of
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Figure B4
Example of Database Search Protocol Used in Narrative Synthesis Review.

Sample search protocol:
1. exp Personality/ or exp Virtue/ or exp Personality Traits/ or Character strengths.mp.
2. "strengths use".mp.
3. "strengths based interventions".mp.
4. exp Intervention/ or "strengths based intervention".mp.
5. 2 and 4
6. 1 and 2
7. 1 and 4
8. exp Organizational Change/ or exp Organizational Behavior/ or exp Organizational
Effectiveness/ or organi*ation.mp. or exp Organizational Climate/
9. 1 and 8
10. "character strengths".mp.
11. 8 and 10
12. exp Organizational Development/
13. 1 and 12
14. 2 and 12
15. 3 and 12
16. 10 and 12
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Appendix C: Study Paperwork
Ethics Approval Letter

In reply please quote: HE14/178

28 April 2014

Associate Professor Lindsay Oades
Sydney Business School
University of Wollongong

Dear Associate Professor Oades,
Thank you for submitting your proposal to the Human Research Ethics Committee.
Ethics Number:

HE14/178

Project Title:

Examining the impact of organisational climate and manager
behaviours on strengths use

Researchers:

A/Professor Lindsay Oades, Dr Gordon Spence, Ms Aylin Dulagil

Reviewed Date:

24 April 2014

The Committee has reviewed the application in accordance with the NHMRC National
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research and has asked for the following additional
information/modifications:
1.
2.

3.

4.
5.
6.

Please make it clear whether you are applying for approval to use data which has
already been collected.
Please provide a letter of support from the principal of the school detailing:
a) They were aware you did not have ethics approval to collect this data previously
b) They are happy for you to now approach their staff again to seek consent
c) That in all future studies conducted in Knox Grammar, ethics approval will be gained
prior to data collection
d) That they will give you access to the data that currently exists
Please provide a new Participant Information Sheet for your approach to teachers. In it
please detail:
a) You did not have ethics approval to begin data collection in 2011
b) You are seeking their permission to use this data collected
c) Teachers are free to refuse having their data included
d) Include all the additional information required in the template and guidelines at
http://www.uow.edu.au/research/ethics/human/UOW127093.html
All researcher names need to appear on the Participant Information Sheet
All researchers, including any PhD students, need to be on the ethics application
Please provide a new Consent Form for Teachers to complete and return. Please refer to
the above ethics website link for details.

Ethics Unit, Research Services Office
University of Wollongong NSW 2522 Australia
Telephone (02) 4221 3386 Facsimile (02) 4221 4338
Email: rso-ethics@uow.edu.au Web: www.uow.edu.au
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Sydney Business School, University of Wollongong
Participant Information Sheet - Staff
Examining the impact of organisational climate and manager behaviours on strengths
use.
Investigators
Associate Professor Lindsay Oades, Principal Investigator, Sydney Business School, (4221
3694),
Dr Gordon Spence, Sydney Business School, (9266 1343)
Ms Aylin Dulagil, Sydney Business School, (0425 291 289).
Dear Staff
You are invited to participate in a study about your strengths, your school, and improving the
organisation that you work for. When the school started this project in 2011, the researchers
did not have ethics approval from the University of Wollongong to use this data for research
purposes. Now that we are using the data for research purposes we are seeking your
permission and consent to use this data. You are free to refuse having your data included in
the research project.
Purpose of the research
Specifically, this research project will examine how your strengths relate to workplace
wellbeing and the organisational climate for staff working at Knox Grammar School. At
present there is very little information about how strengths can influence the school
environment. Your participation will help us to gather information that will be useful in
planning for the needs of students, and for making secondary learning more positive for both
staff and students.
Methods and demands on participants
Before consent was obtained your participation involved the following during school hours:
1. Participate in an interview with a member of the research team to discuss the
school culture.
2. Participate in a survey about your strengths (and receive training to better
understand your strengths and how you can use them).
3. In May and October of this year you will also be asked to complete a survey
about the school, the work environment, and your wellbeing.
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4. In August of this year you will receive further training and coaching on building
your own strengths and those of your students. This training will occur over two
school days.
5. In March of 2012 you will again have the opportunity to participate in a 2-day
training course.
6. In March and October of 2012 you will again be asked to complete surveys about
wellbeing, your work environment, and your school.
For this research project you are not required to do anything further. We will use the data
collected above for the research project.
What about privacy?
Because there are multiple parts to this survey and we wish to track your responses over
several time points, we will require you to create a personal code. We will not know what
your code is so we cannot identify you by your code. The code will only be used so that we
can match your surveys each time you complete them. Any information that we ask you to
provide to us as part of the research will remain anonymous and confidential. We will not
share any individual’s responses with anybody outside our research team. Even the school
will not see your individual responses.
What will you do with the research?
We plan to share our findings with the wider community by publishing in scientific journals
and speaking at conferences. In any publication or publicity, no information that can identify
you personally will be provided (because we’re not collecting anything that can identify you).
We also anticipate using this information with your school to make it a more effective, more
positive place to teach and to learn.
Do I have to participate?
Participation is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate in this study will not
prejudice your future relations with Knox Grammar, the University of Wollongong, or any
other individual or organisation. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your
consent and to discontinue participation at any time without prejudice.
What if I have other issues about the study?
This project has been reviewed by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University
of Wollongong. If you have any queries regarding the conduct of this research please contact
the researchers on the number above. Alternatively, issues about the research can be made by
calling the Ethics Officer of the University of Wollongong Human Research Ethics
Committee on (02) 4221 3386.
If you agree to participate in the study, please complete the consent form that you have been
provided with and return it to the researcher before commencing the study.
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Sydney Business School, University of Wollongong

Consent Form - Staff
Examining the impact of organisational climate and manager behaviours on strengths
use.
Investigators
Associate Professor Lindsay Oades, Principal Investigator, Sydney Business School, (4221
3694),
Dr Gordon Spence, Sydney Business School, (9266 1343)
Ms Aylin Dulagil, Sydney Business School, (0425 291 289).
I have been given information about the above research project and discussed the research
project with Aylin Dulagil who is conducting this research as part of a PhD supervised by
Associate Professor Lindsay Oades at the Sydney Business School, University of
Wollongong.
I have been advised of the potential risks and burdens associated with this research, and have
had an opportunity to ask Ms Dulagil any questions I may have about the research and my
participation.
I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw
my consent to use my data at any time. My withdrawal of consent will not affect my
relationship with Knox Gramma or the University of Wollongong in any way.
If I have any enquiries about the research, I can contact Associate Professor Lindsay Oades
(4221 3694). If I have any concerns or complaints regarding the way the research is or has
been conducted, I can contact the Ethics Officer, Human Research Ethics Committee, Office
of Research, University of Wollongong on 4221 3386, or email rso-ethics@uow.edu.au.

269

IMPACT OF ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE ON PSYCHOLOGICAL STRENGTHS
By signing below I am indicating my understanding of the following:
• I am participating voluntarily
• I will not be able to be identified by the information I provide
• I can withdraw from the study should I so choose without any penalty or
negative outcomes.
I understand that the data collected from my participation will be used for a PhD thesis,
journal publication, presentation at seminars and I consent for it to be used in that manner.

Signature: ___________________________
Date: _______/_______/________
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Appendix D: Measures used in the Study
Strengths Knowledge Scale (SKS)
Likert scale used:
1

2

3

Strongly
disagree

4

5

6

Neutral

1. Other people see the strengths that I have
2. I have to think hard about what my strengths are (REVERSE CODED)
3. I know what I do best
4. I am aware of my strengths
5. I know the things I am good at doing
6. I know my strengths well
7. I know the things I do best
8. I know when I am at my best
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Strengths Use Scale (SUS)
Likert scale used:
1

2

3

Strongly
disagree

4

5

6

Neutral

1. I am regularly able to do what I do best
2. I always play to my strengths
3. I always try to use my strengths
4. I achieve what I want by using my strengths
5. I use my strengths everyday
6. I am able to use my strengths in lots of different situations
7. I use my strengths to get what I want out of life
8. My work gives me lots of opportunities to use my strengths
9. My life presents me with lots of different ways to use my strengths
10. Using my strengths comes naturally to me
11. I find it easy to use my strengths in the things I do
12. Most of my time is spent doing things that I am good at doing
13. Using my strengths is something I am familiar with
14. I am able to use my strengths in lots of different ways
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Work Climate Questionnaire (WCQ)
Likert scale used:
1

2

3

Strongly
disagree

4

5

6

Neutral

7
Strongly
agree

1. I feel that my manager provides me choices and options.
2. I feel understood by my manager.
3. I am able to be open with my manager at work.
4. My manager conveyed confidence in my ability to do well at my job.
5. I feel that my manager accepts me.
6. My manager made sure I really understood the goals of my job and what I need to do.
7. My manager encouraged me to ask questions.
8. I feel a lot of trust in my manager.
9. My manager answers my questions fully and carefully.
10. My manager listens to how I would like to do things.
11. My manager handles people's emotions very well.
12. I feel that my manager cares about me as a person.
13. I don't feel very good about the way my manager talks to me. (REVERSE CODED)
14. My manager tries to understand how I see things before suggesting a new way to do
things.
15. I feel able to share my feelings with my manager.
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Voice Climate Survey
Likert scale used:
1

2

Strongly
disagree

3

4

5
Strongly
agree

Mixed

Purpose
Organisational Direction
1. I am aware of the vision senior management has for the future of this organisation.
2. I am aware of the values of this organisation.
3. I am aware of the overall strategy senior management has for this organisation.
Results Focus
4. Staff are encouraged to continually improve their performance.
5. High standards of performance are expected.
6. This organisation has a strong focus on achieving positive results.
Mission and Values
7. I believe in the overall purpose of this organisation.
8. I believe in the values of this organisation.
9. I believe in the work done by this organisation.
Ethics
10. This organisation is ethical.
11. This organisation is socially responsible.
12. This organisation is environmentally responsible.
Role Clarity
13. I understand my goals and objectives and what is required of me in my job.
14. I understand how my job contributes to the overall success of this organisation.
15. During my day-to-day duties I understand how well I am doing.
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Diversity
16. Sexual harassment is prevented and discouraged.
17. Discrimination is prevented and discouraged.
18. There is equal opportunity for all staff in this organisation.
19. Bullying and abusive behaviours are prevented and discouraged.

Property
Resources
20. I have access to the right equipment and resources to do my job well.
21. I have easy access to all the information I need to do my job well.
22. We can get access to additional resources when we need to.
Processes
23. There are clear policies and procedures for how work is to be done.
24. In this organisation it is clear who has responsibility for what.
25. Our policies and procedures are efficient and well-designed.
Technology
26. The technology used in this organisation is kept up-to-date.
27. This organisation makes good use of technology.
28. Staff in this organisation have good skills at using the technology we have.
Safety
29. Keeping high levels of health and safety is a priority of this organisation.
30. We are given all necessary safety equipment and training.
31. Staff are aware of their occupational health and safety responsibilities.
32. Supervisors and management engage in good safety behaviour.
Facilities
33. The buildings, grounds and facilities I use are in good condition.
34. The condition of the buildings, grounds and facilities I use is regularly reviewed.
35. The buildings, grounds and facilities I use are regularly upgraded.
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Participation
Leadership
36. I have confidence in the ability of senior management.
37. Senior management are good role models for staff.
38. Senior management keep people informed about what's going on.
39. Senior management listen to other staff.
Recruitment and Selection
40. This organisation is good at selecting the right people for the right jobs.
41. Managers in this organisation know the benefits of employing the right people.
42. Managers in this organisation are clear about the type of people we need to employ.
Cross-Unit Cooperation
43. There is good communication across all sections of this organisation.
44. Knowledge and information are shared throughout this organisation.
45. There is cooperation between different sections in this organisation.
Learning and Development
46. When people start in new jobs here they are given enough guidance and training.
47. There is a commitment to ongoing training and development of staff.
48. The training and development I’ve received has improved my performance.
Involvement
49. I have input into everyday decision-making in this organisation.
50. I am encouraged to give feedback about things that concern me.
51. I am consulted before decisions that affect me are made.
Rewards and Recognition
52. The rewards and recognition I receive from this job are fair.
53. This organisation fulfils its obligations to me.
54. I am satisfied with the income I receive.
55. I am satisfied with the benefits I receive (super, leave, etc).
Performance Appraisal
56. My performance is reviewed and evaluated often enough.
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57. The way my performance is evaluated is fair.
58. The way my performance is evaluated provides me with clear guidelines for
improvement.
Supervision
59. I have confidence in the ability of my manager.
60. My manager listens to what I have to say.
61. My manager gives me help and support.
62. My manager treats me and my work colleagues fairly.
Career Opportunities
63. Enough time and effort is spent on career planning.
64. I am given opportunities to develop skills needed for career progression.
65. There are enough opportunities for my career to progress in this organisation.

People
Motivation and Initiative
66. My co-workers put in extra effort whenever necessary.
67. My co-workers are quick to take advantage of opportunities.
68. My co-workers take the initiative in solving problems.
Talent
69. I have confidence in the ability of my co-workers.
70. My co-workers are productive in their jobs.
71. My co-workers do their jobs quickly and efficiently.
Teamwork
72. I have good working relationships with my co-workers.
73. My co-workers give me help and support.
74. My co-workers and I work well as a team.

Peace
Wellness
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75. I am given enough time to do my job well.
76. I feel in control and on top of things at work.
77. I feel emotionally well at work.
78. I am able to keep my job stress at an acceptable level.
Work/Life Balance
79. I maintain a good balance between work and other aspects of my life.
80. I am able to stay involved in non-work interests and activities.
81. I have a social life outside of work.
82. I am able to meet my family responsibilities while still doing what is expected of me
at work.
Flexibility
83. This organisation has enough flexible work arrangements to meet my needs.
84. I can change my working hours if I need to.
85. I have a say about my work conditions.

Progress
Organisation Objectives
86. The goals and objectives of this organisation are being reached.
87. The future for this organisation is positive.
88. Overall, this organisation is successful.
Change and Innovation
89. Change is handled well in this organisation.
90. The way this organisation is run has improved over the last year.
91. This organisation is innovative.
92. This organisation is good at learning from its mistakes and successes.
Customer Satisfaction
93. This organisation offers products and/or services that are high quality.
94. This organisation understands the needs of its customers.
95. Customers are satisfied with our products and/or services.
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Passion
Organisational Commitment
96. I feel a sense of loyalty and commitment to this organisation.
97. I am proud to tell people that I work for this organisation.
98. I feel emotionally attached to this organisation.
99. I am willing to put in extra effort for this organisation.
Job Satisfaction
100. My work gives me a feeling of personal accomplishment
101. I like the kind of work I do.
102. Overall, I am satisfied with my job.
Intention to Stay
103. I am likely to still be working in this organisation in two years’ time.
104. I would like to still be working in this organisation in five years’ time.
105. I can see a future for me in this organisation.
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Appendix E: Additional SPSS Analyses Raw Output
Table E1
Tukey Honest Significant Difference Test

Multiple Comparisons

Dependent Variable
VCS_P Tukey
URP
HSD

Std.
Error
.10136

Sig.
.002

95% Confidence
Interval
Lower
Upper
Bound
Bound
.1162
.5937

.10737
.10136

.077
.002

-.0190
-.5937

.4868
-.1162

1.00

3.00
1.00
2.00
2.00

.23388
-.35498*
-.12111
-.23388
.12111
.35498*

.08459
.10737
.08459
.10220

.326
.077
.326
.002

-.3204
-.4868
-.0781
.1120

.0781
.0190
.3204
.5980

2.00

3.00
1.00

.23388
-.35498*

.10747
.10220

.080
.002

-.0213
-.5980

.4890
-.1120

3.00
1.00
2.00
2.00
3.00

-.12111
-.23388
.12111
.20548
.27998*

.08411
.10747
.08411
.10758
.11397

.322
.080
.322
.138
.039

-.3196
-.4890
-.0774
-.0479
.0115

.0774
.0213
.3196
.4589
.5484

1.00
3.00
1.00

-.20548
.07450
-.27998*

.10758
.08979
.11397

.138
.685
.039

-.4589
-.1370
-.5484

.0479
.2860
-.0115

2.00
2.00
3.00

-.07450
.20548
.27998*

.08979
.10079
.11365

.685
.108
.040

-.2860
-.0341
.0106

.1370
.4450
.5493

3.00

1.00
3.00
1.00

-.20548
.07450
-.27998*

.10079
.09357
.11365

.108
.706
.040

-.4450
-.1465
-.5493

.0341
.2955
-.0106

1.00

2.00
2.00

.09357
.12401

.706
.000

-.2955
.2381

.1465
.8222

.13137

.000

.3152

.9341

.12401

.000

-.8222

-.2381

(I)
STAF_C
AT
1.00
2.00
3.00

GamesHowell

3.00
VCS_P
ROP

Tukey
HSD

1.00
2.00
3.00

GamesHowell

1.00
2.00

VCS_P
ART

Tukey
HSD

GamesHowell

(J)
STAF_CA
T
2.00

Mean
Differenc
e (I-J)
.35498*

3.00
1.00

2.00

1.00

-.07450
*
.53015
*
.62468
-.53015*

3.00

3.00
1.00

.09452
-.62468*

.10349
.13137

.632
.000

-.1492
-.9341

.3383
-.3152

2.00
2.00

-.09452

1.00

.10349
.11841

.632
.000

-.3383
.2491

.1492
.8112

.12454

.000

.3293

.9200

.11841

.000

-.8112

-.2491

.10458
.12454

.638
.000

-.1522
-.9200

.3413
-.3293

3.00

3.00
2.00

1.00

3.00

3.00
1.00

.53015*
.62468*
-.53015*
.09452
-.62468*
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Table E2
Missing Value Analysis Output
No. of Extremesa

Missing
N

Mean

Std. Deviation

Count

Percent

Low

High

T1_STAFF_SKS1

296

5.5608

1.05911

9

3.0

14

0

T1_STAFF_SKS2R

294

5.0578

1.62112

11

3.6

7

0

T1_STAFF_SKS3

295

5.9525

.89468

10

3.3

.

.

T1_STAFF_SKS4

296

5.9358

.99453

9

3.0

21

0

T1_STAFF_SKS5

296

6.1182

.79588

9

3.0

11

0

T1_STAFF_SKS6

296

5.9088

1.00934

9

3.0

22

0

T1_STAFF_SKS7

296

6.0541

.84198

9

3.0

13

0

T1_STAFF_SKS8

295

6.1390

.74983

10

3.3

10

0

T1_STAFF_SUS1

296

5.5811

1.08932

9

3.0

21

0

T1_STAFF_SUS2

297

5.6162

.95550

8

2.6

8

0

T1_STAFF_SUS3

296

5.9797

.79805

9

3.0

.

.

T1_STAFF_SUS4

297

5.7946

.83922

8

2.6

1

0

T1_STAFF_SUS5

297

5.8182

.92667

8

2.6

8

0

T1_STAFF_SUS6

297

5.7710

1.00073

8

2.6

10

0

T1_STAFF_SUS7

296

5.6419

.95321

9

3.0

5

0

T1_STAFF_SUS8

295

5.5966

1.20796

10

3.3

22

0

T1_STAFF_SUS9

294

5.7959

1.01819

11

3.6

11

0

T1_STAFF_SUS10

294

5.7687

1.00896

11

3.6

11

0

T1_STAFF_SUS11

293

5.8020

.88851

12

3.9

8

0

T1_STAFF_SUS12

295

5.3322

1.11795

10

3.3

20

0

T1_STAFF_SUS13

294

5.7517

.90670

11

3.6

8

0

T1_STAFF_SUS14

294

5.6565

.98158

11

3.6

9

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ1

295

5.1627

1.67229

2

.7

13

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ2

297

5.2694

1.71091

0

.0

0

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ3

297

5.3434

1.79429

0

.0

0

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ4

297

5.6633

1.59001

0

.0

25

0
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T1_STAFF_WCQ5

296

5.7568

1.53213

1

.3

21

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ6

294

5.2415

1.63562

3

1.0

0

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ7

296

5.1926

1.67537

1

.3

0

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ8

293

5.3481

1.79658

4

1.3

0

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ9

296

5.3480

1.68660

1

.3

0

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ10

294

5.3810

1.62461

3

1.0

23

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ11

296

5.1284

1.77661

1

.3

0

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ12

290

5.4517

1.66360

7

2.4

25

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ13

295

5.6305

1.80204

2

.7

27

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ14

295

4.9797

1.60979

2

.7

13

0

T1_STAFF_WCQ15

296

5.0507

1.75658

1

.3

21

0

T1_STAFF_VCS1

297

3.4646

1.34048

0

.0

35

0

T1_STAFF_VCS2

296

3.9932

1.02177

1

.3

23

0

T1_STAFF_VCS3

295

3.3254

1.23547

2

.7

28

0

T1_STAFF_VCS4

295

4.1220

.97172

2

.7

18

0

T1_STAFF_VCS5

295

4.4237

.90733

2

.7

14

0

T1_STAFF_VCS6

294

4.4320

.81400

3

1.0

11

0

T1_STAFF_VCS7

294

4.2517

.89628

3

1.0

13

0

T1_STAFF_VCS8

297

4.1481

.97863

0

.0

13

0
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0

a. Number of cases outside the range (Q1 - 1.5*IQR, Q3 + 1.5*IQR).
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